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How Florida’s waterways shape our story —
from distant past to rising future

WHAT THE ANCIENTS KNEW • VOICES OF AN ENDANGERED BAY
LESSONS OF A MANATEE • LURED BY MIRACLE CURES
FREEDOM OF THE WAVES • CAN WE HOLD BACK THE WATERS?

Water: The elemental link
to Florida’s identity
By Florida Secretary of State
Laurel Lee

Secretary of State Laurel M. Lee was
appointed by Governor Ron DeSantis
as Florida’s 36th Secretary of State. She
was previously the Circuit Court Judge
in Florida’s Thirteenth Judicial Circuit in
Hillsborough County. Secretary Lee received
her bachelor’s degree and a Juris Doctorate
from the University of Florida, where she
was a member of Florida Blue Key. She was
inducted into the University of Florida Hall
of Fame in 1999.

S

urrounded by more than
1,300 miles of coastline
containing a myriad of
freshwater lakes and springs,
and with more than 11,000
miles of rivers, water is perhaps Florida’s
most defining element. We are fortunate
to live in a state where almost anywhere
you go, you can find a body of water within
close proximity providing inspiration,
adventure and a way of life for millions
of Florida’s residents and visitors. At
the Florida Department of State, we
have an assortment of resources and
opportunities to guide your exploration
of the history, culture, and environment
that lies in and around our state’s most
abundant natural wonder.
Whether it’s labyrinth-like caves
or coral reefs, Florida has long been
a paradise for snorkelers and divers
drawn to our underwater worlds. Some
of Florida’s diving destinations are
the shipwreck trails the Department’s
Bureau of Underwater Archaeology has
curated, guiding divers to a host of sites
that are part of the 1733 Spanish Galleon
Trail in the Florida Keys; the Museums
in the Sea, Florida’s Underwater
Archaeological Preserves; or the Florida
Panhandle Shipwreck Trail. Some of the
sites are artificial reefs — including the
USS Oriskany, the largest artificial reef in
the world — attracting a vast array of sea
life that divers may encounter on their
expeditions. All of the sites offer divers
an unforgettable adventure into Florida’s
rich maritime history and heritage.
Concealing more than just sunken
ocean vessels, Florida’s waters have
long held clues to our ancient past. In
2016, the Department received reports
from a diver who had discovered what
has since been determined by its
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underwater archaeologists to be the
remnants of a more than 7,200-year-old
burial pond that once sat nine feet above
sea level. The Manasota Key Offshore
site is a groundbreaking discovery for
understanding the effects sea-level
change has had on the prehistoric
landscape and for what it will divulge
about Florida’s Indigenous peoples and
the environment they inhabited.
While our archaeologists work
diligently to understand more about
the relationship between Florida’s first
people and water, the Florida Folklife
Program has been engaged in cataloging
Florida’s cultural landscape through
the lens of water. Their 2020 fieldwork
reveals just how influential water has
been in shaping the rich tapestry of
living traditions that give Florida its
unique identity.
The survey captures a diversity
of traditions tied to maritime
occupations like Apalachicola
Bay oystering and Tarpon Springs
sponging. Water-based attractions
like the mermaid shows at Weeki
Wachee Springs and the glass bottom

boat tours at Silver Springs have shaped
our identity as a destination for wonder
and recreation. The resourcefulness
of our pioneering days is represented
by our traditional foodways of swamp
cabbage, gator and smoked mullet.
Florida’s geographical situation, which
makes it prone to hurricanes and
tropical storms, has contributed to
its oral traditions of folk tales, myths
and legends while also influencing
vernacular architecture adapted for
strong winds and flooding.
These traditions revolving around
water have become the trademarks by
which people around the globe recognize
Florida. As Secretary of State and Chief
Cultural Officer I remain committed to
preserving, protecting and promoting
accessibility to Florida’s priceless and
distinct cultural, historic and natural
wonders. At the Florida Department of
State, we will continue sharing these
resources and inviting exploration
because the more people experience
what Florida has to offer, the more it is
cherished. I look forward to serving you,
wherever your adventures take you!
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times, with help from
the humanities
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Makeshift freedom

What’s new at Florida Humanities
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programs: Community Project Grants at work around
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By Lindsey Morrison
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The often-primitive boats known as “chugs”
offered a perilous escape for generations of
Cubans fleeing their island home. The Key West
Tropical Forest and Botanical Garden displays
a group of these vessels, in an exhibit partially
funded by a Florida Humanities grant.

By Janet Scherberger

Virtually navigating
the new normal

When pandemic lockdowns put
an end to in-person humanities
programming around the state,
cultural organizations found
another way.

W R I T T E N I N W AT E R
OUR STORY OF WATER

The Museum on Main Street traveling
exhibition begins its Florida tour in June,
focusing on a topic crucial to Floridians.

14

From the earliest days, the lives of those who have lived on this
peninsula have been interwoven with Florida’s waterways — from
where we live to how we see the world. In these pages, we look at
the endless ways water has shaped our state.

WATER AS
OUR LIFE
STORY
How earliest
inhabitants
coped with a
rising sea

26
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WATER AS A
NATURAL BRIDGE
Bonding across the
Straits of Florida

Our shared waterways — and the marine life within —
bonds scientists from Cuba and Florida together across
the political divides. A Cuban marine biologist who
now works in Clearwater offers a personal perspective.

By Anmari Alvarez Aleman

Noted archaeologist Kenneth Sassaman takes us on
a journey back to the earliest days of the land that
became Florida, when the rising seas shaped the lives
of the ancients.

WATER AS A
DIVIDER

By Kenneth Sassaman

WATER AS OUR
WAY OF LIFE
Treasures beneath —
and beside — the sea

In Tarpon Springs, this Greek sponge diver found
a livelihood, and a community, that reminded him
of home.

By Janet Scherberger

Coming together for a beloved Bay

Florida Bay Forever unites everyone from fisherfolk
to business owners in concern for the life-giving
Everglades-Florida Keys waterway.

By Jacki Levine

Voices of the Bay

Who better to tell the story of a threatened waterway
than those who know it best. As part of Florida Bay
Forever’s “Voices of Florida Bay” project, fishing guide
Captain Eddie Wightman recounts a life on the water.

As told to Emma Haydocy
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ON THE COVER: Kayaker Jim Durocher

paddles through a misty sunrise on Juniper Creek.
Photo by John Moran
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When beaches
were not for all

Our beaches and swimming
pools once illustrated and
furthered a great divide,
separating us one from
another in the days of
segregation.

By Audrey Peterman

WATER AS
FREEDOM
Fluid freedom

There’s something about water —
the seas, springs, rivers, lakes — that evokes freedom
for those who seek it. But in our crowded state, watery
liberty has its limits.

By Thomas T. Ankersen

WATER AS A
HEALING SOURCE
In search of
miracle cures

Author Rick Kilby takes us back a century, when our
seas and springs lured Victorian-era tourists here with
promises of healing.

By Rick Kilby

Florida Talks: At Home! remotely
offers programming on intriguing
state topics.

By Keith Simmons

By Madeline Rhodes
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Remembering
Bill Belleville

A literary appreciation of the late writer and
naturalist, who celebrated the state and its
waterways, encouraging his readers to get
out and explore.

By Cynthia Barnett

A magical place, revisited

This historian and writer returns with his daughter
to his boyhood waterside home and reunites with a
source of his lifelong passion.

By Jack Davis
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Essays on memorable days on the water.

On the water, of the water
By Angelique Herring
The Sewing Box and the Great Blue
By Hannah Gorski
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WATER AS WE LOOK
TO THE FUTURE
Building for tomorrow’s rising seas

Just as ancient Floridians did, today’s planners,
architects and engineers envision ways to live with the
rising seas.

By Ron Cunningham

STATE OF WONDER
Peace of the manatee

This photographer finds a welcome respite
paddling our waters on her annual trips to Florida,
particularly when she encounters one of the state’s
most gentle and popular creatures.

By Courtney Welch

Letter from the Editor

Visions of Florida,
through a watery lens
By Jacki Levine

N

o matter where you might have wandered on
the barrier island where I grew up, you couldn’t
escape the awareness of inhabiting the merest
sliver of land—the endless Atlantic Ocean to the
east, and Biscayne Bay to the west, between us
and the Miami mainland.
You knew it even if you couldn’t always see it. Years before,
broad ocean views had been lost behind marble-lobbied tourist
meccas; and the Bay was demure behind wrought-iron gates,
obscured by the villas of the rich.
But on those pink sidewalks, in what passed for shade
under swaying coconut palms, you always knew where you
were. In my Miami Beach, sea salt infused the air, spiced with
hints of Coppertone, carried along by the tickle of an ocean
breeze. And in this Miami Beach, my grandfather would sit by
the pool, captain’s hat jaunty upon his head, always ready, by
the looks of it, for the call of the sea. And sometimes we would
go — two hopeful landlubbers on a deep sea fishing trip, just
before dawn. In these memories, I am only rarely seasick.
Just as the mighty conch contains the roar of the ocean
within, Floridians’ memories echo with singular stories of
water, ready to be told.
Like the humanities itself, understanding water and our
relationship to it offers mile markers to decipher where we
came from, as Floridians and humans. With luck, in this way
we find small clues to forge a way forward.
In this issue, we dive into the relationship Floridians
have with our waterways, as we continue to tell the story of
Florida, written in water. I say “continue,” because this is an
ongoing commitment of Florida Humanities. In FORUM’s rich
archives, you’ll find issues devoted to our springs, rivers, Gulf
of Mexico, lakes — the joy they evoke and threats they face.
In these pages, you’ll learn about the Smithsonian
Institution’s upcoming Museum on Main Street “Water/Ways”
exhibition, beginning its Florida tour in late June.
And, with the help of talented scholars and wordsmiths, we
ponder water through the prism of our history, lives, and culture.
In “Water as our life story,” eminent archaeologist
Kenneth E. Sassaman explores how adapting to the rising seas
shaped the lives of ancient Floridians.
“Water as a way of life,” tells the stories of a Tarpon
Springs sponge diver, by Janet Scherberger, and a Florida Bay
fishing guide.
In “Water as bridge,” marine biologist Anmari Alvarez
Aleman writes insightfully on the bonds forged across the

Florida Strait between scientists in her native Cuba and Florida,
united in concern for marine life.
In “Water as a divider,” writer Audrey Peterman,
chronicles an era when water separated Floridians through the
shame of segregated beaches and swimming pools.
A century ago, tourists flocked here for the “curative powers”
of our ocean and springs, as Rick Kilby, author of Florida’s Healing
Waters, recounts in “Water as a healing source.”
In “Water as inspiration,” award-winning environmental
writer Cynthia Barnett pays moving tribute to the late Bill
Belleville, whose writing celebrated Florida’s wonders and
waters; and Pulitzer Prize-winner Jack Davis journeys back with
his young daughter to his Panhandle waterside boyhood home.
Environmental legal scholar Tom Ankerson shares his take
on the liberty our waterways promise, yet can’t always deliver, in
“Water as freedom.”
Before we reach the final section, I’d like to return to my
island and one more water memory. We’d often drive through
a neighborhood of nondescript low-rise apartment houses,
with names like the “Debbie Lynn” or “Sherry Anne.” Bored in
the backseat of my parents’ car, I’d imagine the neighborhood
underwater, transformed into a theme park for scuba divers,
swimming through mid-century buildings, examining 20thcentury artifacts.
Now I’m no clairvoyant, but without mitigation it’s only a
matter of time before my childhood island truly may be beneath
the sea, as I imagined it.
Which brings us to “Water as the future.” Writer Ron
Cunningham talks to experts racing to envision solutions to help
coastal Florida adapt to the ever-rising seas.
For inspiration and hope, they might turn to the lessons
of ancient Floridians, who devised clever hydraulic systems, but
took their first cues from the story told by the waters.
Thank you for reading, and supporting Florida Humanities.
We hope you enjoy this issue, and here’s to a hopeful spring.

Do you have a story idea or suggestion for coverage? Please email Jacki Levine at jlevine@flahum.org.
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FLORIDA Humanities Today

Humanities in Action
By Lindsey Morrison

Humanities, the Healer

F

unders often feel that a good
measure of the importance of
grantmaking is seen rather than
heard. The programs and projects
a granting agency supports say more
than any statement could, no matter how
heartfelt and sincere. Actions speak louder
than words, they say.
While the value of the hard sciences
is irrefutable and highlighted during a
pandemic, the humanities offer a different
perspective. Humanities, at its essence, is
the process of pursuing an understanding
of our shared human experience. They give
local communities a sense of grounding,
and a vehicle through which to gather
and discuss modern problems through a
historic lens, crafting solutions to build a
better future. Humanities inspire, engage,
and enrich us. Examining the projects that
Florida Humanities funded this challenging
year — from seminars on racial equality
to raising up the stories of abolitionists
and women of color’s role in the women’s
suffrage movement — it is clear that
supporting humanities programming is
paramount. While masks and vaccines
might allow us to physically come closer,
the humanities and the constructive
dialogues they foster truly enable us to
be closer. To be united, and to see our
neighbors through a different, more
compassionate light.
In the words of Rev. Dr. Martin Luther
King Jr., “If you can’t fly then run, if you
can’t run then walk, if you can’t walk then
crawl, but whatever you do you have to keep
moving forward.” And the humanities appear
to be the vehicle to do just that.

Recently Funded Grants

In local communities across Florida,
humanities-rich programming is making a
lasting impact in the hearts and minds of
Sunshine State residents and visitors alike.
As the statewide affiliate of the National
Endowment for the Humanities, Florida
Humanities is proud to partner with local
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SMITHSONIAN NATIONAL PORTRAIT GALLERY PHOTO COURTESY
OF APALACHICOLA MAIN STREET.

Florida Humanities’ recently awarded Community Project Grants
communities to support high-quality public
programming, which celebrates the rich
and diverse history and people who call our
state home.
The following funded programs
represent $120,500 awarded by Florida
Humanities to 26 organizations in
September, October and December 2020.

September 2020 Grant
Recipients:
Apalachicola Main Street (Franklin)
“Moses Roper Exhibit, Online Panel
Discussion, and Virtual Tour” — $5,000
Apalachicola Main Street will create an
exhibition to chronicle the life and legacy
of abolitionist Moses Roper (1815-1891),
host an online panel discussion with
humanities scholars, and offer a virtual tour
of significant London sites that are linked to
this Florida history.

Cedar Key Historical Society (Levy)

“Cedar Key’s African American History:
Creating a New Exhibit for the Cedar Key
Historical Museum” — $5,000
The Cedar Key Historical Society will
research, create and install new exhibits
relating to Cedar Key’s African American
history, and host a public lecture with three
humanities scholars.

Key West Botanical Garden Society
(Monroe)

“Key West Botanical Garden Society Speaker
Series” — $3,500
Key West Botanical Garden Society
hosted a “Cuban Chug” presentation by
Ivan Torres, a Cuban refugee who came
to the United States on a chug previously
in the collection, as well as a presentation
by National Park Service maritime
archaeologist Joshua Marano.

Miami Shores People of Color
(Miami-Dade)

“Unity360 Critical Race Film Series” — $5,000
Miami Shores People of Color will host a
series of film viewings and conversations,
utilizing a critical race theory lens to explore
cultural representation and racial injustices
apparent and hidden within selected films.

Moses Roper, who in 1834 escaped slavery and
became an author, lecturer and social justice
advocate, will be featured in an Apalachicola
Main Street exhibit.

Oaktree Community Outreach (Manatee)
“Back to Angola History in the Park Series”
— $2,000
Oaktree Community Outreach will host a
series of lectures that pays homage to and
disseminates the story of the Black Seminole
settlement of Angola that was located near
Mineral Springs Park.

Ormond Beach Historical Society
(Volusia)

“Ormond Beach Historical Society Speaker Series”
— $5,000
Ormond Beach Historical Society is continuing
its successful Speaker Series for the 2020-21
season by hosting 10 speakers from Florida
Humanities’ Speakers Directory.

Saint Johns River-to-Sea Loop Alliance
(Volusia)

“St. Johns River to Sea Nature and History Corridor
Phase 2” — $5,000
St. Johns River-to-Sea (SJR2C) Loop Alliance
will support the mapping, exhibition,
promotion, signage, and public education of
sites accessible on the SJR2C Loop including
African American settlements, William
Bartram and other early trails.

The Hippodrome Theatre (Alachua)

“The Hipp Six Podcast” — $5,000
The Hippodrome plans to create a fully
transcribed podcast series about the historic

The projects and programs in FLORIDA Humanities Today are supported
by Florida Humanities. More information on these projects and other
funding opportunities can be found at FloridaHumanities.org

theater that is of much interest to the
local community.

in person as well as live streamed
via Facebook.

Time Sifters Archeology Society
(Sarasota)

Stonewall National Museum & Archives
(Broward)

Viernes Culturales / Cultural Fridays
(Miami-Dade)

“Little Havana Virtual Tour and Talk”
— $5,000
Viernes Culturales/Cultural Fridays, Inc.
will host monthly walking tours on a virtual
platform via social media video “field trips”
to local sites with historian Dr. Paul George
followed by a free Zoom public discussion.

Young Performing Artists (Sumter)
“The Women’s Suffrage Centennial: How
Women of Color helped to Win the Vote”
— $5,000
Young Performing Artists hosted
a nonpartisan, interactive panel
discussion, both celebrating and
educating attendees on the 100th
anniversary of women’s suffrage.

Your Real Stories (Pinellas)

“COVID-19: Stories of Resilience, Race, and a
New Reality” — $5,000
Your Real Stories will utilize theatrical
journalism and oral history practices
to record and present the stories of
community members affected by
the coronavirus crisis, focusing on
underrepresented populations.

October 2020 Grant Recipients:
Center for Independent Living of
Northwest Florida (Escambia)

“Honoring Our Past, Planning Our Future”
— $5,000
Center for Independent Living of Northwest
Florida will create an in-house library of
civics-themed books as well as host a
virtual four-part series of programs tied to
civics and democracy themes.

Palm Coast Historical Society and
Museum (Flagler)

“2021 Palm Coast Speaker Series” — $5,000
The Palm Coast Historical Society will host
a seven-part speakers series on a broad
range of topics that will be presented both

F L O R I D A H U M A N I T I E S . O R G

“LGBTQ History Digital Timeline” — $5,000
The Stonewall National Museum and Archives
will update its timeline exhibit of LGBTQ
history (1860-1999) to include events through
the present day and digitize its presentation
for display at the museum and on its website.

December 2020 Grant Recipients:
Association to Preserve Eatonville
Community (Orange)

“Community Conversations: A 3-Part Series on
Race and Economic Realities in 21st Century
America” - $5,000
The Association to Preserve Eatonville will
host a three-part community conversation
series to discuss the origins of the black/white
wealth gap.

Caribbean American Cultural Group Inc.
(Saint Lucie)

“Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Memorial Celebration
of Equality” - $5,000
Caribbean American Cultural Group will host
renowned speaker Rev. Dr. Ray Hammond, a
community rights activist and expert on the
civil rights movement in the United States.

Community Healing Project (Volusia)

“The Autobiography Of Malcolm X: A Series on
Race Relations in America” - $5,000
PHOTO COURTESY OF THE SCREAMING QUEENS: THE RIOT AT
COMPTON’S CAFETERIA AND THE GLBT HISTORICAL SOCIETY.

“Virtual Guided Tour of the Archaeology of
Sarasota/Manatee as a Public Humanities
Program” — $5,000
Time Sifters Archaeology Society will
work with Dr. Uzi Baram to create an
interactive website for a guided virtual
tour of archaeological sites in Sarasota and
Manatee counties.

This photograph of San Francisco’s Compton
Cafeteria Riot to protest police harassment is
featured in an LGBTQ history timeline at the
Stonewall National Museum in Fort Lauderdale.
The museum will use a Florida Humanities grant
to update the exhibit.

Did you know? Since 1983,
Florida Humanities has awarded
more than $16 million in grants for
community projects around the state.
Want to learn more?
Visit floridahumanities.org
Community Healing Project will host public
seminars over an eight-week period focused on
the impact of documented racism in American
culture, coinciding with the 55th anniversary of
the Autobiography of Malcolm X.

Dunedin History Museum (Pinellas)

“Dunedin’s African American Experience;
Permanent digital/Oral History Exhibit and
Documentary” - $5,000
Dunedin History Museum will use archival
materials and oral histories from members of the
African American community to create a virtual
exhibit and spark dialogue and conversation with
the public.

Gadsden Arts (Gadsden)

“Clyde Butcher: America the Beautiful” - $5,000
Gadsden Arts will bring in the exhibit “Clyde
Butcher: America the Beautiful,” presenting
the beauty of Florida’s landscape and will host
virtual programming with humanities scholars.

Lake Wales History Museum (Polk)

“Lake Wales African-American Archive Project”
- $5,000
Lake Wales History Museum will archive
collected oral histories from the African
American community, showcasing these
histories in interpretive exhibits, three virtual
presentations and a walking tour.

MacDonald Training Center
(Hillsborough)

“BUILDING COMMUNITY: Florida Stories
to Inspire and Engage Learners with Varying
Abilities” - $2,500
MacDonald Training Center will host a virtual
speaker series to increase civic and community
engagement for people with varying abilities in
Tampa Bay.

Mandel Public Library of
West Palm Beach (Palm Beach)

“Southern Foodways and the Cultures that Shape
Southern Food” - $2,500
Mandel Public Library will host scholar
presentations and create circulating
kits featuring cultural cookbooks,
biographies, documentaries, and create
a Community Cookbook.
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FLORIDA Humanities Today
Patricia & Phillip Frost Art (Miami-Dade)

The projects and programs in FLORIDA Humanities Today are supported
by Florida Humanities. More information on these projects and other
funding opportunities can be found at FloridaHumanities.org

Apply for up to $5,000 though
Community Project Grants

“Documenting History, Acknowledging a
Legacy: Miami Black Arts Workshop Community
Conversation” - $5,000
Patricia & Philip Frost Art Museum will host a
film screening and a community conversation
moderated by museum curator Mikaile Solomon
to celebrate Miami Black Arts.

Looking to make an impact in your
community? Florida Humanities’
Community Project Grants
competitively award up to $5,000
in funding to nonprofits and cultural
institutions to support engaging public
humanities programming — which can
be entirely virtual!
At their core, these grants seek to
preserve Florida’s diverse history and
heritage, promote civic engagement
and community dialogue, and provide
communities the opportunity to reflect
on the future of the Sunshine State.

The College of the Florida Keys (Monroe)

“CFK Poetics” - $5,000
The College of the Florida Keys will host its
annual poetry reading series, bringing in worldrenowned poets Richard Blanco and Ross Gay.

University of South Florida Department of
Anthropology (Hillsborough)
“Monuments, Markers, and Memory 2021
Symposium Series” - $5,000
USF Department of Anthropology will host
four programs focused on restorative justice,
Confederate monuments, memorialization,
heritage, racial injustice, and politics.

Apply in 2021 to bring
the humanities to your
community!
Application deadlines are:
April 14, 2021
July 21, 2021
October 12, 2021

Learn more at
www.FloridaHumanities.org/Grants.
For more information, please contact Grants Director Lindsey Morrison at
lmorrison@flahum.org.

By the numbers

Emergency support for cultural organizations through Florida Humanities CARES

W

ith the passage of the
Coronavirus Aid, Relief,
and Economic Security
(CARES) Act, the National
Endowment for the Humanities (NEH)
received $75 million to distribute to
cultural institutions affected by the
coronavirus. Approximately 40 percent, or
$30 million, was entrusted to the 56 state
and territorial humanities councils to grant
to our communities.
As the statewide affiliate of the NEH,
Florida Humanities was honored to grant
$875,000 in emergency funds through
“Florida Humanities CARES” to cultural and
heritage institutions across Florida. “Florida
Humanities CARES” provided vital funding to
100 organizations in 34 counties (depicted in
map) to support general operating expenses
so they can continue to provide opportunities
for our state’s diverse communities to engage
with public history, cultural heritage, and civic
learning during this unprecedented time.
Learn more at
FloridaHumanities.org/CARES.
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100

Florida Humanities CARES Grants
awarded throughout Florida

$875,000

in general operating support awarded to
cultural organizations

34

out of 67 Florida counties represented

82%

of funds went to organizations
with annual budgets of less than $500,000.

Where there’s a will…

Makeshift chugs meant hope of freedom for those fleeing Cuba.
By Janet Scherberger

I

PHOTO BY JANET SCHERBERGER

But he didn’t abandon his dream of living
in America.
On his 16th attempt, he finally landed
on the Florida shore near Key West after
a 39-hour voyage. He captained the boat,
with his brother, cousin, his cousin’s wife
and five friends as passengers. Under U.S.
policy, they were permitted to stay. Now, 10
years later, he is the 41-year-old owner of a
computer animation business in Tampa.
“I was born again here,” says Torres.
“Everything is better. You can work. You
have more freedom.”
The boat that Torres and his brother
cobbled together using a 1.4 cylinder engine
from a Fiat Punto for power and flotation
devices made from tarps fashioned into
cylinders and filled with expanding foam
for a time was on display at the Key West
Tropical Forest and Botanical Garden. It was
part of the Garden’s Cuban Chugs exhibit,
showcasing 10 vessels that carried Cubans
to freedom in the United States. Torres told
his story in February as part of the Garden’s
speaker series, which is supported with
a $3,500 Community Project Grant from
Florida Humanities. Florida Humanities

Ivan Torres escaped Cuba in a makeshift boat
after 16 tries. “I was born again here,” said Torres.
Torres told his story as part of a lecture series
funded by Florida Humanities.
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n 1998, when Ivan Torres was 19, he
set out from Cuba in a makeshift boat,
headed for a better life in the United
States. Caught by the Cuban Coast
Guard, he ended up in jail in Cuba for more
than two years.

Nine people traveled from Cuba to the United States in this boat cobbled together with a 1.4 cylinder
car engine for power and flotation devices made from tarps fashioned into cylinders and filled with
expanding foam.

also awarded the Garden a $10,250
grant in 2020 to develop self-guided
tour materials and upgrade signage and
landscaping for the Cuban Chugs exhibit.
“For a long time these were considered
junk,” Garden director Misha McRae
says of the boats “But we’ve been telling
people no, these are cultural heritage.
They explain something.”
Known as chugs, some are old fishing
boats, others are handmade from found
materials like aluminium siding and tire
tubing and powered by salvaged automobile
or lawn mower engines.
“They literally made a chug, chug, chug
chug noise. That’s how they got the name,”
says McRae.
These vessels and their discarded
contents, from medicine to children’s
backpacks, offer rare insights into the lives
of refugees and the social and economic
conditions in Cuba.
“You start to get an idea of how desperate
they must have been, to decide to cross with
20 people crammed into a boat the size of a
Honda Civic,” says Joshua Marano, maritime
archaeologist at the National Park Service
(NPS), which also provides financial support

to the exhibit. “Not a lot of people really want
to talk about that horrendous journey, but
these vessels are now tools for discussion.”
The significance of the chugs hit home
for McRae when he learned the story of one
woman who escaped from Cuba to Florida
in 2010 with her son and grandson in a boat
made from styrofoam, tarp and rebar.
“All I could think was they thought their
best chance for their future and survival was
to cross the Florida Strait in this thing. They
were so desperate to enjoy the freedom
that we have in this country,” he says. “As
an American I had been taking my freedom
for granted. To go through this to get out of
Cuba—it was very impactful.”
The watercraft are displayed among
the Cuban Palms section of the Botanical
Garden, which spreads out over 15 acres and
includes more than 547 different kinds of
plants.
“We’re about the plants and animals,”
McRae says. “But those chugs have more
photos taken of them than any other tree on
our property.”
Visit keywest.garden for more information
on the exhibit and the presentation by Torres
and Marano.
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The projects and programs in FLORIDA Humanities Today are supported
by Florida Humanities. More information on these projects and other
funding opportunities can be found at FloridaHumanities.org

Navigating the new normal: Virtual
humanities programming in 2020
By Madeline Rhodes

I

n the midst of a global pandemic, cultural organizations face
a modern challenge: How do you translate public humanities
programming, long held through face-to-face interactions, to
the glowing screens of the virtual universe without losing the
deep sense of community that the humanities foster? While our
“new normal” presents a wave of challenges for our state’s cultural
organizations, it also created a communal push to navigate into
this uncharted territory and reap the benefits of the digital world.

The secret of their success? Careful planning, says Bonda
Garrison, who coordinated the series.
“Learn the technology,” Garrison advises. “It’s critical to plan
ahead and test run webinars with your presenter in advance of your
program to work out any kinks and feel comfortable.”
Gadsden Arts Center and Museum adapted quickly to
pandemic limitations. One month into the lockdown, Gadsden
established a phone bank campaign and called 700 museum
members to gauge interest in virtual programming. The result was
In the past year, virtual humanities programming has taken
Art Talks Live at Gadsden
many forms. From livestreamed
Arts, a virtual series
museum tours and virtual
featuring various speakers
lecture series with real-time
and topics in combination
Q&A to online community
with a presentation and
conversations on current
exhibit tour. The program
issues, these programs still
enabled discussion
foster meaningful dialogue
among participants,
and exposure to ideas and
as well as a lively Q&A
perspectives different from
following the series.
our own, giving us a better
Citing senior patrons
understanding of ourselves and
who aren’t tech savvy as
our shared human experience.
a top concern with virtual
Virtual programming
programming, Gadsden
comes with hurdles, such
Arts made phone support
as technological divides,
available for program
limited accessibility
attendees who struggled
for underrepresented
In the midst of the pandemic, Florida Humanities partners continued to meet the
with the technology.
communities, and a
needs of their communities with humanities programs delivered in new ways —
Following Art Talks Live
competitive social media
from livestreamed museum tours and virtual lecture series with real-time Q&A to
at Gadsden Arts, 71 percent
landscape.
online community conversations.
of program attendees
But Florida Humanities’
reported plans to physically visit the museum (as permitted with
partners have met the moment and created truly innovative
safety precautions) and 92 percent expressed interest in attending
solutions and programs to meet local community needs.
future virtual programming.
The Ormond Beach Historical Society, for example, had to
Gadsden Arts Center and Museum Executive Director Grace
forgo its popular coffee socials when the COVID-19 pandemic put
Robinson offers this advice for other organizations: “Ensure that a
a stop to in-person gatherings. But the Society moved forward
tech-savvy staff member is present at all times during the program,
with its lecture series, that since 2009 has occurred monthly from
mute all attendees during presentations to minimize background
September to June, with expert speakers exploring topics relating
noise, and always notify attendees on whether or not the session
to Floridia history and culture. The online programming received
will be recorded.”
overwhelmingly positive feedback from attendees.
Florida Humanities remains committed to the continuation
It also surfaced some advantages over traditional programming.
of grants programming, both in-person and otherwise, during
For example, the accessibility of the program allowed patrons with
this shift towards virtual programming, which will likely be a
mobility issues to attend more easily, snowbirds could continue
lingering trend.
to take part from their far away nests, and those unable to attend
Advanced technology offers all the tools necessary for
day-of could view the program via YouTube at a later date. What
organizations to provide programming, and support the role of
was formerly an isolated event blossomed into a widespread
the humanities, which serves as a cornerstone of innovation and
humanities experience through the internet, allowing for a greater
provides spaces for creativity and dialogue to flourish.
educational impact.

10

F O R U M

F L O R I D A

H U M A N I T I E S

From the Florida Talks: At Home! video archives:

Presidents in Crisis: Their Response, Their Resolve, Their Leadership

Before Bartram: Artist-Naturalist Mark Catesby

African Roots of Southern Cooking

Florida Talks: At Home! brings
the lectures to you
Watch previous Florida Talks programs

By Keith Simmons

W

hen COVID-19 closed
the doors of cultural
organizations to public
audiences last spring,
libraries, museums, and historical societies
quickly adapted by offering programs
Floridians could enjoy from the comfort of
their homes.
Florida Humanities responded by
transforming and expanding the reach
of our Florida Talks lecture series, which
connects Floridians to compelling
speakers and engaging topics at sites
around the state. Under the banner of
the new, modified Florida Talks: At Home!,
more than 25 programs were offered
virtually, on topics ranging from Weeki
Wachee’s mermaids and Florida’s fight
against mosquitos to the African roots of
Southern cooking.

In the fall of 2020, Florida
Humanities convened a series of
programs to explore our state’s Black
history. “The Long History of Race
Relations in Florida” was a four-part
series spanning European settlement in
the 16th century to contemporary civil
rights struggles.
“The goal of the series was to
facilitate important conversations we
need to be having now,” said Steve
Seibert, former executive director
of Florida Humanities, and a comoderator of the series. “By discussing
this little-known history, the hope is
that we can move forward to solve
long-standing issues.”
Remote and digital programs will be
a mainstay for Florida Humanities into
the foreseeable future.

A number of Florida Talks: At Home!
programs are available in our archives at
FloridaHumanities.org/video. Programs in
the archives include:
• Long History of Race Relations in Florida: This
four-part series explores Florida’s Black history
from European settlement to the present.
• Florida Decides: A Conversation with Florida
Secretary of State Laurel Lee: Our state’s Chief
Elections Officer discusses how our election
system works and explains what to expect for the
2020 election.
• Sacred Waters: Dive into the connection between
spiritual practices and water.
• African Roots of Southern Cooking: Learn how
African foods and food preparation influence
what Floridians eat today.

Visit Floridahumanities.org for information on upcoming water-related talks.
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Exploring the
endless motion
of water with
Smithsonian

WRITTE
F L O R I D A’S

Florida Humanities brings the
wonder of the Smithsonian to
local communities in 2021–22

T

his year, explore the endless motion
of the water cycle — from water’s
effect on landscape, settlement and
migration, to its impact on culture
and spirituality — with Smithsonian
Institution through Museum on Main Street. The
exhibition will be on tour from June 2021–August
2022.
Visitors will have the opportunity to experience
interactive stations in the Water/Ways exhibition
that explore water from both scientific and cultural
perspectives, as well as encourage conversations
about water’s enduring impact on our daily lives
and culture.
Museum on Main Street (MoMS) is a collaboration
between the Smithsonian Institution and Florida
Humanities to bring traveling exhibitions and
engaging public programs to small towns across our
state. With its impassioned focus on local history,
education and community redevelopment, Museum
on Main Street is one of the Smithsonian’s most
inspirational and enduring outreach programs.
Since 2012, Florida Humanities has provided
funding for more than 50 exhibition tours in 27
counties, allowing nearly 200,000 Floridians to
experience a Smithsonian Institution exhibition in
their own hometown.

Learn where you can visit an exhibit near you at
https://floridahumanities.org/programs/moms/

By Jacki Levine

I

t is said when Ponce de Leon’s expedition made
landfall on our east coast in April 1513, he named the
region “La Florida,” after both the lush, flowering
vegetation greeting him onshore, and “Pascua
Florida,” the Easter season he was celebrating.

But perhaps, had the Spanish explorer looked more closely, he might
have come up with another name, one inspired by what we know our state
to be: “Terra de Agua.” Land of Water.
Lapped on one side by the Atlantic Ocean, the other by the Gulf
of Mexico, ours is the only state afloat in both seas—a peninsula of
almost 2,280 miles of tidal shorelines, 11,000 miles of rivers, 700
freshwater springs, 33 of first magnitude, and some 7,700 lakes. As
Floridians, most of us live within 60 miles of the ocean or the gulf.

EN IN WATER:
STO RY – A ND OUR S

A colorful sunset provides a dramatic backdrop to silhouettes of mangroves in the Ten Thousand Islands, the beginnings of the Everglades.

Water is so omnipresent, we do more than consciously
think of it — we breathe it, live it, dream it—a source, at once, of
joy and of unease, as the seas that cradle our state continue to
rise. Just as water has throughout our history, it will play the
lead role in our future.
Our Florida story is written in water.
In the pages that follow, we explore how our lives as
Floridians are shaped by this most essential relationship:
Through archaeological clues, we trace how every
transformation, from rising seas to flooding banks, has
influenced the evolution of our culture, from where we’ve
settled to how we’ve buried our dead;
How the fortunes of coastal communities — and the
livelihoods of those who live there — rise and fall with the
preservation of their fragile waterways;
F L O R I D A H U M A N I T I E S . O R G
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How a shared sea bridges deep political differences with
an island neighbor, connecting us through mutual concern for
marine life;
How water once illustrated and furthered our great divide,
separating us one from another through segregated beaches and
swimming pools;
How our briney seas and luminous springs lured
Victorian-era tourists with promises of healing, and still entice
the freedom-loving among us;
How our rivers, estuaries, ocean, inspire wellsprings of
creativity, and spark uniquely Floridian artistry;
And finally, how our ability to bend and build to the sea
level’s rise will determine how the next chapter unfolds in
Florida’s eternal story of water, and us. n

s p r i n g

2 0 2 1

F O R U M

13

WATER AS OUR LIFE STORY:

From the earliest times, the lives of those who lived here were shaped by the level of the surrounding seas.

HISTORY UNFOLDED AS
WATER SET THE COURSE
Lessons abound in the stories of our state’s
earliest inhabitants, as they coped with the rising seas.
By Kenneth Sassaman
7032 B.C., NEAR MODERN-DAY TITUSVILLE,
ON FLORIDA’S EAST COAST

A

s the end of her mortal life approached, the
matriarch of the clan contemplated the
future of her people. The world they knew
was changing. Water was on the rise, in some
places faster than ever. Indeed, the homeland
of the matriarch had been much drier when she was a child.
When her ancestors arrived in the area, the sea was farther
to the east, closer to the morning sun. The coastline had
retreated over many generations, as the sea rose, but now
groundwater was rising to the surface from below, from
what her people called the Lower World. Known as a place
of uncertainty and danger, the Lower World was also a
place of renewal and rebirth. It was a fitting place to lay the
matriarch to rest. She would join her kindred in the watery
depths of a shallow pond, where a rejuvenated soul would
find purpose in guiding the living into an uncertain future.

pond cemeteries in Florida attest to a burial tradition that
took shape as the land was being flooded by the rising water
of a warming planet.
As an archaeologist, I have spent much of the past four
decades documenting human history with climate change
well before it became a modern concern. In the stories that
follow, I highlight some of the challenges ancient Floridians
confronted as water rose and the peninsula grew wetter. As
you learn about these challenges, you may draw parallels
to our own future, as we, too, are faced with the realities of
rising seas. Let us start at the end of the Ice Age, when sea
level was much lower than today and freshwater was scarce
on the broad peninsula that would become Florida.

An arid beginning
10,569 B.C., NEAR MODERN-DAY SARASOTA
Seeing the huge hole in the earth was awesome to the
young boy. He had come upon others, but nothing as big
and as deep as this. Creeping close to the edge, he could see
a pool of water near the bottom, beyond the ledge of rock
that encircled the hole half way down. His grandfather
had told him about this place, where water was rising up
from the Lower World, and about an ancestor who climbed
down a vine to the rock ledge, never to return. “Was the

The water stories of ancient Floridians are worth hearing
because they hold lessons for the future. They are the stories
of ancestors of Native Americans who witnessed the rising
water of global warming since the last
Ice Age, long before written history and
the Industrial Revolution. This story of a
Kenneth E. Sassaman is the Hyatt and Cici Brown Professor of
matriarch’s water burial is imagined but is
Florida Archaeology at the University of Florida. His research
based on archaeological research, as are the
in the Lower Southeast has centered on community formation,
stories that follow. The pond of this tale is
regional interactions, and technological change among ancient
known today as Windover, near Titusville.
Native Americans. His fieldwork investigates the connection
It was encountered accidentally during
between the experience and expectation of environmental
a construction project in the 1980s and
change with a new emphasis on late-19th century Euro- and
investigated by archaeologists from Florida
African-Americans of the Cedar Key, Florida, locality. He has
State University. They determined that
authored or edited nine books, more than 100 articles and
Windover was the resting place of scores of
chapters, and is co-author of the textbook Archaeology of
Native ancestors who died in the centuries
Ancient North America (Cambridge, 2020).
following the last Ice Age. Several other
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Painting by Dean Quigley, courtesy of Friends of the North Port Library. This painting hangs in the North Port Library.

man thirsty?” the young boy asked.
“In a way,” replied his grandfather.
“He descended into the Lower World
to make an offering to the spirits who
could bring water to This World. You
will understand when you are old like
me that his offering was powerful.”
Hard to imagine that Florida
was ever a dry place, but it was when
ancestors of Native Americans arrived
14,000 years ago. This was near the
end of the last Ice Age, when much of
the globe’s moisture was solidified in
the glaciers of poles and peaks. With
sea level about 250 feet lower than it
is today, the land mass of peninsular
Florida was nearly twice its current
size. It was much drier, too, because a
lower sea meant lower water tables on
land. The peninsula is, of course, one
huge platform of limestone, a porous
foundation capable of conveying
water to the surface.
The first Floridians were tethered
to potable water sources, like the
sinkhole in the story above, which we
know today as Little Salt Spring. But
the depth of water in that sinkhole
then — about 90 feet below the surface
— challenged its use as a well. Farther
north, in Florida’s Big Bend region,
water was closer to the surface. Today
in this region, concentrations of Ice
Age stone tools attest to settlements
adjacent to sources of reliable water,
many of which were also sinkholes.
Terrestrial mammals — including
now-extinct megamammals, such as
Artist Dean Quigley’s painting “The Tortoise and the Ledge” depicts Paleoindian hunters descending
mastodon — were tethered to water
into the sinkhole known today as Little Salt Spring to dispatch a now-extinct Ice Age tortoise.
sources, too, drawing together people
and their quarry.
From the start, water meant more than just sustenance.
With Water Came Shellfish, with Shellfish
Because water was on the move — rising quickly in the
Came Shell Mounds
first centuries after the Ice Age, flooding coastlines and
saturating land — people must have appreciated its force, its
5066 B.C., NEAR MODERN-DAY LAKE GEORGE
transformational power. It would not be long before freshwater
ON THE ST. JOHNS RIVER
rose to the surface through the limestone across much of the
Paddling their canoe up the spring run, two brothers from a
peninsula, freeing communities from the constraints of an
distant tribe enjoyed watching mullet jump from the clear, cool
arid landscape. Under increasingly wetter conditions, people
water. Waterways in their homeland were mostly murky and slack.
dispersed across the land and flourished. They also started to
Lengths of the big river flowing north were occasionally clear,
bury their dead in freshwater ponds, a signal that emerging
especially at places where water from the Lower World gushed
water was valued for its supernatural affordances. Water likely
to the surface, such as at this place. The brothers knew it to be a
was known to them as a medium of renewal, as it is among
sacred place, where generations of ancestors were buried. At its
people worldwide.

WATER AS OUR LIFE STORY
center was the pool of a massive spring. A
tall ridge of shell surrounded the pool in a
semicircle. At the mouth of the run, where
it met the river, another semicircle of shell
twice the size of the first, sat on the riverbank
above. Here, the brothers were told, people
gathered for great feasts. They were either
too early or too late for the annual event, for
the place was quiet.
A well-watered Florida meant
productive aquatic habitat for all sorts of
plants and animals, and the humans who
depended on them for food. By about 8,000
years ago in the St. Johns River valley of
Northeast Florida, enough groundwater
emerged at the surface to support a vast
habitat for fish and shellfish. Freshwater
aquatic snails were especially prolific,
and it did not take long for people to work
them into their diet. Evidence that people
regularly collected — and presumably ate —
aquatic snails is seen in the scores of shell
mounds that lined the rivers and lakes of
Northeast Florida.
The shell mounds in the narrative
above were located along Silver Glen Run,
which empties today into Lake George.
Like most ancient shell mounds in Florida,
those along Silver Glen were mined for
road fill in the last century. Over the last
decade, University of Florida archaeologists
investigated the remnants of the Silver
Glen mounds. They found traces of many
large pits, which they surmised were used
to steam shellfish while the inedible shells
ended up in the mounds.

Students at a University of Florida field school
in 2004 mapping the profiles of a trench
excavated into the side of Dead Creek Mound on
Hontoon Island near Deland. This 6,000-yearold mound was first a location of residence
and then a place of social gatherings for
communities across the region. Some early shell
mounds were converted into cemeteries after
they were abandoned as places of residence.
(Photo by the author).

We might presume the size of shell
mounds, such as those of Silver Glen, are a
direct measure of the dietary dependency
on shellfish, but archaeologists are not so
sure; shell mounds were sometimes burial
mounds, like the one the brothers saw around
the spring pool.
Burying the deceased in shell began as
the practice of pond burials waned. This
shift coincides with the spread of surface
water across much of the state. It stands to
reason that people’s spiritual relationship
with water was undergoing change; the shift
to shell mounds suggests so. And yet, the
shells of shellfish may have been a symbolic
equivalent to water. In fact, one of the
early shell burial mounds, at a place called
Bluffton, was constructed to resemble a
pond, only upside down.
Even shell mounds that were places of
habitation had ritual significance. Consider
one of the only intact mounds in the
region, on Hontoon Island near Deland. A
small village at this place was abandoned
about 6,000 years ago, evidently after the
adjacent channel of the St. Johns River
jumped its course during a flood. The shell
mound was never resettled, but over the
ensuing centuries, people gathered there
to feast. Commemorating the former
settlement may have been the purpose of
the gatherings, but no matter the intent,
bringing people together from across the
region created and reinforced social ties
that could be used in times of need, such as
flooding and drought.

View of summer sun rising on the horizon from the run of Silver Glen Spring in Lake County. On the south bank of the run (on the right) stood a U-shaped
shell mound the size of two football fields that was mined for shells in the 1920s. (Photo courtesy of Asa R. Randall).
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WHO ARE THE ANCIENT FLORIDIANS?

P

ut simply, they are the ancestors of Native
Americans. A more specific answer to this
question is challenged by histories of population
mobility and culture change spanning 14,000
years. We would have to travel north to the homeland
of the Creek, for instance, to trace the ancestry of the
Seminole and Miccosukee of south Florida. The ancestry
of Native Americans we know from the Spanish colonial
period of Florida — the Timucua of north Florida and the
Calusa of southwest Florida, among others — can be
followed back a few centuries through archaeological
remains, but with deeper time comes less clarity.
Our primary source of information about native
ancestry before the time of written history is
archaeology, and that means the material residues of
practices, like making pottery or building mounds, that
have survived the ravages of time.
As seen in this chart, archaeological time in Florida
is divided into three periods: Paleoindian, Archaic, and
Woodland. Archaeological cultures featured in the chart
(Clovis, Suwannee, Bolen, Kirk, Mt. Taylor, Orange,
Glades, St. Johns, Deptford, Swift Creek, Weeden Island)
are only some of the many distributed across time and
space in Florida. Although archaeologists are skilled
at classifying and dating material culture like pottery,
they cannot reconstruct with certainty the lineages of
particular cultures.
Archaeologists know enough to suggest that ancient
Floridians were diverse but well-connected people.
Practices like pond burials and shell mounds crossed
cultural boundaries, connecting diverse people through
shared experiences, many of which can be related to
changes in water levels over time.
Changes in both climate and culture came in fits and
starts. The blue gradation of this chart symbolizes changes
in the rate of sea level rise over time, with 80 percent of
postglacial rise occurring over the first five millennia of

Making Sense of Rising Seas
A.D. 538, NEAR MODERN-DAY CEDAR KEY
It was time to prepare for the big feast. The sun would soon
come to a rest on its journey north, opening a portal to the Lower
World. As they did every year, people from across the region would
gather here to renew their ties to one another. Local residents
began to collect the food needed to feed the visitors, and to make
the big pots to cook the fish, turtle, and deer they collected. A
small group of men would paddle out to the island where the sea
birds roosted. There, they would seek the young white ibises who
embodied new life. Others would spend days harvesting mullet
and other fish from the weir they constructed from oyster shells.
These fish, too, were youngsters, drawn to the shoreline to feed
in preparation for their first spawning run out to the Gulf. Some
years the birds and fish were scarce, but not this year. A bountiful
summer solstice feast awaited.

F L O R I D A H U M A N I T I E S . O R G

native history (12,000-7,000 B.C.). Sea rose more
slowly over the ensuing millennia, but is projected,
according to some estimates, to return to the earlier,
rapid rate in centuries to come.
In 2014, University of Florida students digging during an
archaeological field school at Shell Mound near Cedar Key
uncovered something unusual. In the sand of a dune beneath the
mound they discovered large pits filled with bones and pottery,
remnants of big feasts dating from about A.D. 400-650. On the
menu were mullet, jack, catfish, redfish, and other fish; a variety
of turtles; white-tailed deer; and white ibises.
Most of these critters were standard fare, but the ibises were
exceptional. Nearly all them were juveniles, evidently taken
from their nests. The growth pattern of leg and wing bones
suggested they were collected in mid-to late June, the time of
summer solstice. The very place where the bones were deposited
provided supporting evidence: The dune on which this Shell
Mound sat was solstice oriented, its closed-end pointing to the
rising summer solstice sun.
To understand the connection between water and sun, we
must venture back 4,500 years, when sea level was still well
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WATER AS OUR LIFE STORY
below modern levels. Late Archaic communities of this age settled
back from the coast because they knew well the risk of shoreline
flooding. Dunes along the coast offered some elevation, but few
survived millennia of storm surge. These impressive features
took shape during the last Ice Age, when the sea was much lower
and the coastline 150 miles to the west. Winds from the southwest
pushed surface sand to the northeast, roughly 60 degrees east of
north. The resulting parabolic dunes were, by chance, oriented to
the rising summer solstice sun.
Worldwide, places on earth that naturally orient to celestial
events, such as lunar or solar standstills, garner the attention of
people attuned to the sky. Such was the case with dunes in the
area of Cedar Key. They were places of burial for Late Archaic (ca.
5,000-3,000 years ago) communities, perhaps considered portals
into the Lower World, much like sinkholes and ponds. Making a
connection between dunes and movements of the sun may have
afforded some semblance of order to otherwise unpredictable
climate events, such as hurricanes. Looking to the sky realm,
ancient coastal Floridians sought to bring stability to places of
occasional flooding.
Late Archaic people of the northern Gulf coast exhumed
their dead and relocated them landward before they became
vulnerable to flooding. The last such relocation known to
archaeologists happened during the ensuing Woodland period
(ca. 3,000-1,000 years ago), another time of shifting mortuary
practice, this one induced by Hopewell, a Native American
religious movement that originated in the Midwest about A.D.
200 but expanded through immigration and trade to the Gulf of
Mexico and the Atlantic Ocean.
With an emphasis on ancestor veneration, the Floridian
expression of Hopewell religion involved elaborate burial
treatments replete with imported funerary objects, especially
pottery; terraformed landscapes of mounds and other

constructions with astronomical orientation; and a panoply of
zoomorphic imagery on pottery, mostly birds. On the Gulf coast of
Florida, where Hopewell was far from its Midwestern heartland,
local communities of the Swift Creek and Weeden Island
traditions adapted the religion to their own realities, notably the
ever-changing relationship between water and earth. It seems
appropriate that a wading bird — the white ibis, known to be the
last to leave and the first to return from a hurricane — became an
important symbol of coastal resilience.

Engineers of Shell and Water
A.D. 1150, NEAR MODERN-DAY CHARLOTTE HARBOR,
IN SOUTHWEST FLORIDA.

The old man had seen much in his time. He arrived with his
family as a toddler to the place where the water flowed across
land. Those who had come before had already done much to
make the place inhabitable. Mounds of shell jutted up from the
brackish water of the coast, connected by causeways built from
shell. Between them were ditches to direct water flow and ponds
to contain it. Over the course of his long life, the old man and his
kindred added new constructions to accommodate the growth of
their coastal community. He was especially proud of the canal
they had dug between their village and those who lived to the
east, towards the great lake. Travel by dugout canoe was greatly
improved, although occasionally stalled by alligators sunning
themselves on the banks of the canal. More than one of these
obstacles was invited home for dinner.
Ancient Floridians took fate into their own hands. Millennia
of experience with rising water was manifest in the landscape,
indeed it was the landscape in southwest Florida. With shell as
building material, people created livable spaces in mangrove
swamp and other marshy spots. Constructing places to live was
only part of the effort. Coaxing water flow was
IMAGE BY KENNETH SASSAMAN, ASA RANDALL AND TERRY BARBOUR FROM BOTH OPEN-ACCESS LIDAR DATA AND
equally important. The Calusa of the Charlotte
HIGHER-RESOLUTION LIDAR DATA PROVIDED BY GATOREYE.
Harbor area — the Native Americans who achieved
a high level of settlement permanence and social
complexity in the centuries before the Spanish
arrived — excelled in hydraulic engineering. As
documented by archaeologists of the Florida
Museum of Natural History, Calusa engineers built
“water courts” to trap tidal water in strategic places.
With tidal water came fish, such as mullet, which
were harvested with nets dragged along the bottom.
Water transportation was important, too. Canals
linking settlements afforded direct travel via dugout
canoe. Nearshore modifications improved the
launching and landing of canoes. Calusa neighbors
to the south, in the Ten Thousand Island area,
constructed causeways and boat slips of shell that
bear resemblance to modern marinas. National
Park Service archaeologists have made great strides
mapping these incredible constructions, veritable
The Shell Mound north of Cedar Key was constructed on the end of a relict dune arm that
cities of shell.
is oriented to the solstices. Palmetto Mound to the west, across the water, was established
We know about water travel among the people
as a cemetery long before Shell Mound was constructed after A.D. 400. It continued to be
an active mortuary site after Shell Mound was abandoned ca. A.D. 650. The 3-D model of
of southwest Florida from their efforts in hydraulic
Shell Mound at the bottom right shows both the southern ridge that was added to the dune
engineering, but few watercraft have been found.
arm, as well as an open plaza in which houses were sited around the outer edge.
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ART COURTESY OF DAVID MEO FROM THE EXHIBIT ARTCALUSA: REFLECTIONS ON REPRESENTATION

Artist David Meo’s impression of life among the Calusa of Pine Island in Charlotte Harbor. The canal seen at the right of this image was
constructed by the Calusa for canoe travel across the island.

Only under exceptional conditions are boats preserved,
basically if they have remained submerged under water, like so
many Spanish shipwrecks.
Such a rare treasure was found far north of Calusa land, at
Newnans Lake near Gainesville. A drought in the summer of 2000
exposed more than 100 dugout canoes near the shore. Most dated
to the Late Archaic period, when water had risen enough to enable
canoe travel across good stretches of north and central Florida,
where lakes, ponds, and wetlands now dominate the landscape.

Futures Past
The latest water story of ancient Floridians brings us back to
where we started, with the pond burials of the early postglacial era.
Four years ago, a fossil hunter diving for shark’s teeth off
the coast of Manasota Key near Venice on Florida’s west coast
encountered a surprise: the bony remains of people buried in
water 8,000 years ago.
Now 21 feet beneath the surface of the Gulf of Mexico,
this aqueous cemetery of ancient Native America was once
a freshwater pond, long since inundated by the rising sea.
Archaeologists with the Florida Division of Historical Resources
noted its similarity to the pond cemetery at Windover. But the

F L O R I D A H U M A N I T I E S . O R G

difference here is that the Manasota Key cemetery is under
sea water, lots of sea water. In its drowned state, the oncefreshwater pond of this sacred place now portends one possible
future as it testifies to dramatic changes in the distribution of
water due to global warming.
What has not changed over the millennia of rising water are
the solar cycles of the sky, of the Upper World. The symbolic
relationship of the sun, moon, and other celestial bodies to water
is a matter of history and culture for ancient Floridians. We
may never know precisely how water was valued by them for its
spiritual qualities, but it clearly afforded life and, we think, rebirth
or renewal.
Because changes in water were erratic, a cyclical sense of
time — like the cycles of the sun and moon — lent a certain
assurance to what came next. The future was constructed from
a known past. From a modern perspective, we may dismiss this
logic as quaint, but that belittles the effectiveness of Native
American people in dealing with change.
Projected rises of sea level for Florida over the next century
have not been experienced by people since the centuries
following the last Ice Age. And that’s just one reason the water
stories of ancient Floridians are worth hearing. n
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Our waters have provided a livelihood for generations of Floridians, who depend upon the bounty beneath the surface.

Taso Karistinos was a champion diver on his home island of Euboea. In 1974, he started diving in Tarpon Springs. He still takes out his
boat, modeled after the original Greek sponge boats, several times a year to dive for sponges. With weights over his shoulders and
cleats on his feet, he walks the bottom of the Gulf of Mexico for up to six hours, collecting sponges in a net.

PHOTO BY JANET SCHERBERGER

Someplace so familiar
Traveling halfway around the world, this sponge diver found his home in
Tarpon Springs — a vibrant seaside outpost of his native Greece.
By Janet Scherberger

I

t’s a breezy, clear-blue-sky early afternoon in Tarpon
Springs and Anastasio “Taso” Karistinos is on his sponge
boat, stringing up a gray tarp to protect against the sun.

“I don’t need to get more tan,” he says with a broad
grin, his white teeth flashing brightly against his golden
brown skin.
Karistinos has been working on the Tarpon Springs sponge
docks since he moved to this little Greek community nearly 50
years ago, drawn by the water and the people who reminded
him of his neighbors in Greece, where he grew up. He takes his
boat, the Anastasi, out several times a year with a one- or twomember crew to dive for sponges.
Much of his bounty ends up in the gift shops of Tarpon
Springs, and eventually in the homes of the tourists who flock
to this Pinellas County town to stroll along its Anclote River
waterfront and sample fresh seafood and authentic Greek fare.
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Tarpon Springs from its very beginning has been a place
that revolves around the water, from Northerners who
built Victorian mansions along its bayous in the late 1880s,
to Greek sponge divers who arrived after the turn of the
century, tourists snapping pictures of nets hanging heavy
with sponges, and the Greek Orthodox religious leaders who
gather each January 6 for the diving of the cross that marks
the annual Epiphany ritual celebrating the baptism of Jesus.
On this day, Karistinos, who continues to earn a living as
a sponge diver, is trimming sponges rendered imperfect by
crabs into smaller pieces that painters and potters might use
for their craft.
“There are 1,000 different purposes for sponges,” says
Karistinos.
Karistinos grew up on the Greek island of Euboea, one
of 16 children born to his mother and 13 who survived to
adulthood. The family lived on the edge of the mountains
and in full view of the water.

COURTESY OF FLORIDA ARCHIVES

BURGERT BROTHERS PHOTO COURTESY OF UNIVERSITY OF SOUTH
FLORIDA LIBRARY SPECIAL COLLECTIONS DEPARTMENT.

“You either ended up a hillbilly or a fisherman,” he says. “I
became a fisherman. I was one of the lucky ones.”
He was so young when he took to the water he doesn’t
remember learning how to swim, and he assumed everyone had
that skill. He received his first spear gun at the age of 10, using it
to catch fish for family meals, and some for sale. He could hold
his breath for three minutes.
“You become one with the water. You always respect it, but
you don’t have to fear it.”
He immigrated to the United States when he was 18, living
for a year in New York, where he worked in restaurants mopping
floors, making salads and washing dishes. He tried his hand at
painting bridges.
But the water called.
On a trip to Florida intended as a pitstop on the way to
California, he happened upon Tarpon Springs, and the Greekfishing-village feel of it anchored him. He never left.
He takes his boat out in search of sponges a few times a year
for two- to four-week stretches. With weights over his shoulders
and cleats on his feet, he walks the bottom of the Gulf of Mexico
for up to six hours, collecting sponges in a net.
When asked what it’s like under water, he struggles to find
the words.
“It’s like trying to explain colors to the color blind,” he says.
It’s otherworldly, beautiful and dangerous, he says.
“I spend so much time in the water and I see what other
people don’t see. If you walk for miles and miles and miles under
water, it magnetizes you.”
He has looked snapper and dolphin in the eye and carved his
initials on the shells of giant turtles. He has been face-to-face
with a grouper and heard the click, click, click of clam shells
snapping open and shut. He knows this underwater terrain so
well he swears you could drop him anywhere from Key West to
Pensacola and within five minutes he could tell you what part of
the state he’s in.

Here, crowds walk along the wooden dock in 1947, where dozens of Greek
sponge boats were moored. Throughout the first half of the 20th century,
Greeks living along Florida’s Gulf Coast built hundreds of these boats.

He has experienced tense moments.
“I’ve had some real close encounters,” he says. “One time
like an idiot I killed a flounder and I stuck it inside my boot and
the tail was sticking out. I see a nurse shark swimming around.
Usually the nurse sharks look for some place to hide behind the
rocks somewhere. … This one went that way, came back this way
and then I saw him come straight to my leg. I had enough time to
grab the tail of the fish, pull it out, she grabbed it. Whoosh.”
Karistinos has also enjoyed celebrity of sorts, traveling to
New York City with the Pinellas County tourism agency to help
market the exotic and sunny Tarpon Springs to northerners
weary of winter. To tell the story of sponge divers, he donned an
old-school rubberized sponge diver suit with a big round helmet.
(These days, the divers just carry air tanks and wear masks.)
With a mix of pride and amusement, he recalls being treated
like a rock star on the trip to New York, invited to indulge in
minibar snacks without cost and met at the hotel door by a
limousine driver holding a sign with his name on it when it was
time to head to the airport for the flight home.
Tina Bucuvalas, a folklorist, explored Tarpon Springs culture
in the documentary film Dancing as One: The Greek Community
of Tarpon Springs, funded in part by a $5,000 grant from Florida
Humanities and available at the Tarpon Springs Public Library.

continues on page 55

Want to learn more about Tarpon Springs? Enjoy an in-person or virtual visit to the historic coastal
community with Florida Humanities’ free Florida Stories walking tour app. Visit floridahumanities.org to
learn more, or download the app through Apple’s App Store of Google Play.

F L O R I D A H U M A N I T I E S . O R G

s p r i n g

2 0 2 1

F O R U M

21

WATER AS OUR WAY OF LIFE

Telling the story
of a beloved bay
Florida Bay Forever harnesses the power of the narrative
to protect this threatened lifeblood of the Keys.
By Jacki Levine

W

hen Emma Haydocy talks about Florida
Bay, the life-brimming estuary that links
Everglades National Park with the Florida
Keys, the Massachusetts native evokes an
almost poetic vision of nature’s beauty.

“There are no words that can adequately describe the
experience of being out on Florida Bay when the water is glass
and you cannot tell where the water ends and the sky begins,”
says Haydocy, “or the joy of chasing fish across the flats.”
But the poetry turns to practical prose when the
subject shifts to the environmental threats that have faced
the fragile waterway — and the livelihoods it supports — since
the late ’80s.
Haydocy is executive director of Florida Bay Forever Save
Our Waters, a not-for-profit founded in 2016 after the Bay’s
localized drought and catastrophic seagrass die-off in 2015.
“Florida Bay means everything to the Florida Keys. It
is quite literally the lifeblood of our communities,” says the
former National Park Service ranger, who fell in love with
the area during the three winters she was assigned to the
Everglades National Park and settled there in 2018.
“Every single person who calls the island chain home relies
on a healthy bay; every hotelier, restaurateur, fishing guide,
waitress, or homeowner, all of us depend on Florida Bay. Our
economy, and community, ceases to exist without pristine
waters to support a robust tourism industry.”
Which may be why everyone from fishing captains to
business owners to residents joined the group, mobilized
“out of concern for the health of Florida Bay and the greater
Everglades,” Haydocy says.
The threat is not new. Since the late 1980s, an unhealthy
potion of agricultural fertilizer run-off, rerouting of fresh
water, and periods of drought has upset the Bay’s delicate
balance, killing off seagrass and allowing dangerous
cyanobacterial (blue-green) algae blooms to flourish.
And while Florida Bay has been “subject to one of the most
ambitious ecosystem restoration projects ever undertaken,”
says Haydocy, the challenge continues.
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“Every single person who calls the island chain home relies
on a healthy bay; every hotelier, restaurateur, fishing guide,
waitress, or homeowner, all of us depend on Florida Bay. Our
economy, and community, ceases to exist without pristine
waters to support a robust tourism industry.”
—Emma Haydocy, executive director of
Florida Bay Forever Save Our Waters,

How best to protect the Bay and preserve its legacy for future
generations? Haydocy and her fellow members of Florida Bay
Forever believe one way is through telling its story. They’ve
launched the Voices of Florida Bay project to do just that.
“The genesis of the idea...is rooted in the belief in the power
of narrative, storytelling, and oral history as a tool for change,”
says Haydocy.
And who better to tell that story than the fishing guides, whose
own stories are inextricably linked with the waterway?
“[They] are the experts of Florida Bay; they know the estuary
better than anyone because they cover all corners of it every single
day,” says Haydocy. “The guides who fished Florida Bay before the
first documented seagrass die-offs and decline in the 1980s know a
Florida Bay that many of us have never seen, and never will.”
In Volume 1 of the project, 10-15 guides from the Upper and
Lower Keys and Everglades City, selected with help from the
Florida Keys Fishing Guides Association, talk of their lives on the
Bay, captured on video and transcribed for posterity.
A $5,000 Florida Humanities grant, which Haydocy says
allowed them to “kickstart the project in earnest,” has gone
toward facilitator costs and filming the interviews, and will
cover a portion of the premiere of a short film produced from
the interviews.
“America’s Everglades have been subject to restoration for
two decades now, and the effort is far from over,” says Haydocy.
“We hope this project will serve as a reminder that this fight has
been going on for decades, and that we still have so much work
to do to protect and preserve the lifeblood of our communities:
Florida Bay.
“We also want to pay homage to the people who
know the estuary better than anyone and honor their
contributions to conservation of our precious Florida Keys
fisheries and habitat.” n

“When you’ve seen a million
beautiful sunsets or sunrises,
how do you pick one out?”
Voices of the Florida Bay Project: Captain Eddie Wightman, fishing guide
Interview by Emma Haydocy

W

hen it comes to telling the story of an
endangered waterway, who better
to call upon than those who have
spent their lives upon its waters?

That’s how Captain Eddie Wightman came
to sit down with Emma Haydocy, executive director of Florida Bay
Forever Save Our Waters, to recount some 70-plus years of his
memories of the Bay, including 53 years as a fishing guide.
The captain took part in Florida Bay Forever’s Voices of
Florida Bay oral history project, funded in part by a grant from
Florida Humanities. The project is meant to capture the life of the
Bay and the people whose lives are entwined with it — in the years
before it became endangered by environmental threats, and as
work has proceeded to save it.

The estuary, beloved of birdwatchers and fisherfolk alike,
covers a third of Everglades National Park, and at its southern
edge, the Florida Keys Marine Sanctuary.
Below is an edited excerpt from Captain Eddie Wightman’s
interview with Emma Haydocy, recorded by videographer Doug
Finger. For more information on Florida Bay Forever and Voices
of the Bay, and to view the videos, visit floridabayforever.org.
Did you learn to fish with family members or friends?
That’s funny. My parents owned beauty shops. They wanted
me to take over the beauty shop chain and I go, “There is
absolutely no way I am going to be in the beauty shop.”
When was the first time you fished Florida Bay or the
backcountry in the Florida Keys?

STILL PHOTO FROM VIDEO BY DOUG FINGER

When we were little kids, that’s all we
had. We only had the water and boats to
play with. Probably when I was 12 or 13,
but can I remember the day? Absolutely
not. It’s been 75 years. 70 years ago.
What was it like?
It was pristine. Back in those days,
algae blooms didn’t exist. We didn’t know
what they were. And, the water from here,
you didn’t run into any dirty water until
you got over to Flamingo. It’s not polluted,
it’s not algae, it’s just muddy. In the early
days from here, back through Twin Keys,
back through Rabbit Key, was crystal
clear. And loaded with Thalassia or turtle
grass. Huge, big meadows of it.

Captain Eddie Wightman navigated the waters of Florida Bay for 53 years as a fishing guide.
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Why did you start guiding?
My first love, and still is today, was fishing and I always
liked light tackle fishing. I didn’t gravitate to the ocean. So, it’s
just kinda in your blood. I went through Hurricane Donna in
1960 and my parents lost their home and all their money and I
happened to be going to the University of Florida at that time.
So I bought a little secondhand skiff that I made-up, built myself,
and I started guiding.
What was the guide community like when you first started out?
It was small and very close-knit. When you first started in,
even though I grew up here, you know, if the good fishing was
down here, I would go like, “Timmy, where should I go today?’’
and he would go that way, he would send me in the opposite
direction. We were very close-knit, there probably wasn’t more
than a dozen total instead of the hundreds there are today.
Did you ever have another career that you considered?
My wife claims that I didn’t find guiding; guiding and
fishing found me. I didn’t go looking for it. It just latched onto
me because that was in my DNA. She claims I think like a
bonefish. Because bonefish became my forte and I got pretty
darn good at it.
Were you involved in conservation efforts for Florida Bay and
for the Everglades?
Initially, back in the early ’60s and ’70s, you didn’t have to
be, there was no real need for it in those days. It really started up
later, and one of the things when they started, when the seagrass
dies off and the algae blooms started, I was very active in coastal
conservation which became Florida Conservation.

Fishing guide Captain Eddie Wightman, center, holds the prize-winning
15-pound, 6-ounce bonefish caught on December 1, 1977, by Peter
Costanzo, right, visiting the Florida Keys from Allenhurst, New Jersey.
To the left is late baseball great Ted Williams, a noted Florida Bay angler
with a home on Islamorada.

Can you talk a little bit more about some of those
conservation efforts?
The guides knew every square inch back there and we went
to the park service and told our concerns, that we thought
seagrass was dying off, and they kind of blew us off until it
became so apparent that they had to send biologists off to study
the very areas that we told them were disappearing.
And then it just kinda got bigger and bigger. It started
probably with the big recorded (seagrass die-off ) in ’87 or ’85.
Actually, it started a good while before that, and we started
seeing these algae blooms. At first, it was just localized in Rankin,
and then got larger and larger and at its apex the algae blooms
came clear up to Islamorada’s shoreline and went through the
bridges and went down as far as, as far as I know, went down to
Big Pine Key.
A great egret takes flight in the Florida Keys.

A $5,000 Florida Humanities grant for the Voices of Florida Bay project has gone toward facilitator costs and filming of the
fishing guide interviews, and will help cover the costs for the premiere of a short film produced from the interviews.
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EVERGLADES CITY
MIAMI

I’m not a scientist, I’m just a fishing
guide. All I can do is see, OK, that used to be
thick turtle grass and now it’s not anymore; it’s
mud. I think like a fish, not like a piece of grass.
So, my job and my avocation, was to know where
the fish go and why. And then I found out when the
algae blooms started and grasses started dying off,
the fish left. They were gone.

EVERGLADES NATIONAL PARK

What was Florida Bay like after
those die-offs?
The whole bay used to be pristine. I could go
anywhere and fish. Then, after the die-offs and algae
blooms, everybody was piled into the few little places
that still had a few fish. The reason my boat’s name is
“The Loner,” the reason I got named “The Loner,” was
because some of the guides in those days could never
find me. I’d see them, but they would never know where
I was. But I never believed that all the fish in the Bay
were where all the fisherman were. As years went on
before I quit guiding it just got too crowded. I have to be
by myself fishing. I don’t like fishing near people. I was
on 53 years of guiding nonstop.

RANKIN BIGHT

FLAMINGO

I D A
F L O R

KEY LARGO

B A Y

RABBIT KEY
ISLAMORADA
TWIN KEYS

BIG PINE KEY

What about a scary situation?

KEY WEST

The estuary, beloved of birdwatchers
and fisherfolk alike, covers a third
of Everglades National Park, and at
its southern edge, the Florida Keys
Marine Sanctuary.
Visit floridabayforever.org for more information
on the Voices of the Florida Bay interviews.
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It was in the wintertime and we were all out fishing and this storm
came in, it blew in 75 miles an hour and it blew so hard that you couldn’t
have stayed out in the open. I took my skiff and I was out near Rabbit
Key, and I drove it as hard as I could at full throttle right up into the
mangroves and tied it off on the downwind side and I rode out that 75
mile an hour wind with my clients in the boat. That was pretty scary.
What about your most gratifying experience out on Florida Bay?
When you’ve seen a million beautiful sunsets or sunrises, how do you
pick one out? Most of my clients have died now, I’ve still got one client
that’s still alive, he’s 92, and I fished with him for probably 45 years, every
year. I always liked challenges and I quit doing all kinds of fishing except
fly fishing. Taking the guy, from giving him his first lesson to turning him
into an accomplished tarpon fisherman, that was pretty gratifying. You
find your niche. n
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WATER AS A NATURAL BRIDGE:
Our shared waterways connect us with our neighbors, as conservation concerns transcend language,
ideologies, cultures, and beliefs.

The lessons of a
manatee’s journey
How shared waterways bridge the divides between Florida and Cuba —
for marine life and the scientists united to protect it.
In April 1984, more than 20 years before this Florida manatee was spotted by Anmari Alvarez Aleman in the warm waters off of Cuba,
she was photographed in Crystal River with her male calf. In 2007, she became the first Florida manatee ever recorded in Cuba,
when Alvarez Aleman sighted her with another calf. PHOTO COURTESY OF THE SIRENIA PROJECT, UNITED STATES GEOLOGICAL SURVEY

By Anmari Alvarez Aleman

M

ore than 10 years have passed since the
momentous day I first saw the creature
that I hoped to study for the rest of my
professional life.
I was still living in my native Cuba then, and
had recently started a job at the Center for Marine Research
in Havana. A couple of years before, while a student at the
University of Havana, I had decided to become a biologist
dedicated to the conservation of marine mammals — manatees,
whales and dolphins — and work to reverse the threatened
future many of them faced.
Yet, I had never seen a manatee.
And now here she was, peacefully resting with her calf in the
quiet waters surrounding a power plant east of Havana.
What made this first encounter most memorable was what
came next: The discovery that this manatee was not from Cuba,
but was a visitor from another country.
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On that January afternoon in 2007, I witnessed the first-ever
reported sighting in Cuba of a Florida manatee, a subspecies of
the West Indian manatee. It is the Antillean manatee, another
subspecies, that is commonly found in Cuba.
She didn’t have a passport, nor did she need one. Since her
first sighting in Florida in 1979, she had been part of the Manatee
Individual Photo-Identification System (a computer database
of recognizably scarred or marked manatees), and the unique
pattern of her body’s scars was proof of her identity.
That manatee was an ambassador who would connect
Cuban and U.S. researchers across the wild waters of the Florida
Strait. She ignited in me a determination to understand the role
of our waters as a natural bridge between countries, bringing
researchers together across geographic and political divides.
Water connects us, transcending differences in language,
ideologies, cultures, and beliefs. This manatee reflected that
bond. She had lived her life in the Sunshine State, according to

Almost 10 years after I encountered the first Florida manatee officially documented
in Cuba, I, too, became something of a first — the first Cuban resident in 50 years
accepted as a student at the University of Florida.
Dr. James “Buddy” Powell, executive director of the Clearwater
Marine Aquarium Research Institute, where “she was reported
frequently in the Crystal River area until 2006,” when she
decided to pay a visit to her closest neighbors.
Back in the 1990s, Dr. Powell began working in Cuba at the
invitation of Dr. Maria Elena Ibarra Martin, the late zoologist
and conservationist who founded the island’s Marine Turtle
Conservation Program. The researchers shared a great passion
for manatees, and linked by concern for the future of the species,
created a collaboration that continues today as part of the
CMARI’s mission.
I met Dr. Powell while I was still a university student and
he became my mentor after I graduated. Manatees brought our
paths together, and he has been a guide and inspiration to me
ever since.
The natural bond that connects the United States with Cuba
extends to scientists, who build fellowship and trust as they
work together to reveal the ocean’s truth, while overcoming
obstacles.
I’ve experienced some of these challenges in my own
work, including difficulties posed by the countries’ political
estrangement. But I can affirm that our countries’ alliance in
marine science and conservation has transcended such issues —
perhaps this is why it has grown so strong.
We’ve learned that manatees aren’t the only marine animals
to cross borders. Dr. Robert Hueter, shark biologist at Mote
Marine Laboratory in Sarasota, has dedicated his life’s work to
studying and protecting the world’s sharks. His research has
furthered understanding of the connection between sharks from
Cuba and the United States.
“There is ample evidence of connectivity between Cuba and
the U.S. in shared stocks of sharks, primarily through tagging
studies that have demonstrated shark movements between the
two countries,” he says.
That connectivity, Dr. Hueter believes, illustrates why
countries must work together to protect critical habitats, as
they did with the creation of the Cuba National Plan of Action
for Sharks (NPOA-Sharks) document, a guide to safeguarding
fisheries and preserving healthy populations.
“It is an important achievement for the recovery and
conservation of the region’s sharks,” says Dr. Hueter, of
the joint effort of the Environmental Defense Fund, Mote
Marine Laboratory, University of Havana, and the Ministry
of Food in Cuba.
Dolphins are other frequent travellers between the Florida
and Cuban coasts.
“Movements from south Florida, through the Bahamas
to the north and southeast coast of Cuba have been reported
in rehabilitated rough-toothed dolphins, short-finned whale
and Risso’s dolphins,” says Dr. Randall Wells, vice president of
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Marine Mammal Conservation, and director, Chicago Zoological
Society’s Sarasota Dolphin Research Program.
These important observations — which could benefit from
further research for better interpretation — show a pattern of
connection among countries, and a shared responsibility.
“The main issue with these (dolphin) species, now that we
know that there are apparently transboundary stocks, is how can
they best be protected,” says Dr. Wells.
The same back-and-forth movement could be challenging the
conservation and study of marine turtles.
“We know there is frequent travel of these groups of species
between the U.S. and Cuba, and as a result it is very important
that our countries join forces to conserve them,” says Anne
Meylan, a research associate with the Smithsonian Tropical
Research Institute. Together with her husband, Dr. Peter Meylan,
former professor at Eckerd College, she has studied the regional
connectivity of marine turtles, aided by tag recovery and return
programs.
Sometimes the threats are intrinsically tied to economic
need. The waters off Cuba’s coast are a regular stop for the turtles,
offering much-needed foraging habitats and migratory corridors
in their regional routes. Yet, sadly, for many it is the last stop.
The problem may lie in the illegal subsistence fishing that
remains in some areas, says Fernando Bretos, program officer
at the Ocean Foundation, which brings together scientists and
policymakers from Mexico, the U.S., and Cuba. “This is to be
expected as Cuba is a protein-limited country,” he says.
Bretos believes better coordination of policies and education
can help solve the puzzle of resource conservation.

Dr. Anmari Alvarez Aleman has
worked with manatees, dolphins
and the coastal communities that
interact with these species for
more than 15 years. She received
a bachelor’s degree in biology and
a master’s degree in integrated
management of coastal zones from
the University of Havana before
becoming the first Cuban national
in 50 years to be accepted into the
University of Florida. Her doctorate
from UF is in interdisciplinary
ecology with a concentration in wildlife ecology and conservation.
Today, she is the Caribbean program director at Clearwater Marine
Aquarium Research Institute, focusing on research and conservation
projects of marine megafauna and their habitats in the Caribbean
region. Her current research includes understanding the connection
between the Cuban and Florida manatee population.
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use of federal and state funding, and the lack of suitable research
“When scientists cannot share information and create
vessels on the island.
joint projects, it is difficult to understand animal movements
Those moments of frustration are offset by great reward. I
and there is less innovation,” says Bretos who has worked with
have seen this firsthand and through
Cuban marine scientists for 21 years.
the experiences of my husband, Dr.
An environmental disaster years
Jorge Angulo Valdes, a marine scientist
ago made clear to the world the
who works in marine conservation as
depths — and necessity — of that
a visiting assistant professor at Eckerd
Cuba-U.S. connection, says Daniel
College in St. Petersburg.
Whittle, a lawyer and senior director
Jorge and I were colleagues at the
of Caribbean initiatives for the
University of Havana, and for more
Environmental Defense Fund, whose
than 12 years have shared not only a
mission of cross-cultural exchange
deep love for the ocean and a passion
includes those whose livelihoods
for learning about the ecological
depend upon sustainable resources
connections between the U.S and Cuba,
and a clean environment.
but also a life and a family.
“Thanks to research about fish
Before leaving Cuba, he was a
connectivity and larvae dispersion
Researchers use DNA isolation and other molecular
procedures to study the genetic status of the Cuban manatee University of Havana researcher and
conducted by Cuban and American
population, as Anmari Alvarez Aleman is doing here.
director of the Center for Marine
scientists, it was clear that marine
Research there.
ecosystems...are tied together
“Collaborating in marine science and conservation issues
and it’s impossible to manage shared waters without close
has been very stressful from time to time, but totally worth it,”
communication and coordination,” says Whittle.
he says. “When working for the Center for Marine Research, I
“The massive Deepwater Horizon oil spill in the Gulf of
had to deal with tons of bureaucracy; working for Eckerd, I see
Mexico in 2010 made this connectivity apparent to the world.
limitations due to government policies and regulations in relation
When the oil was flowing, Cuba was on high alarm because of the
to Cuba.”
threats to its reefs, shorelines, and coastal communities.”
Yet on the reward side, he’s helped students from the
Along with shared threats, the waterways bordering one
University of Florida, Florida Institute of Technology and Eckerd
country may provide solutions to problems besetting another.
College visit Cuba for field courses.
Take, for example, recreational fishing in Florida, a source of
“Having U.S. students visiting Cuba has been a great
tourist dollars.
experience and opportunity,” my husband explains. “They can
Oceanic currents carrying millions of fish larvae from
get a sense of what Cuba and the Cubans are like, strengthen
the south offer hope for Florida’s overfished populations and
human relations and trust, which ultimately enables effective
damaged marine ecosystems.
collaboration.”
Studies of regional bonefish
And a bonus: When Cuban students
populations show Belize, Mexico, and
take field courses alongside their U.S.
southwest Cuba likely provide much of
counterparts, another door swings wide for
the bonefish larvae to the Florida Keys,
cultural exchange and friendship.
which may depend entirely on larvae
from elsewhere.
Finding myself in new waters
“These patterns of connectivity are
extremely important for the recreational
Almost 10 years after I encountered the
flat fishing industry in Florida, where in
first Florida manatee officially documented
the Keys, for example, the industry has an
in Cuba, I, too, became something of a
annual economic impact of $465 million,”
first — the first Cuban resident in 50 years
says Dr. Aaron Adams, director of Science
accepted as a student at the University of
and Conservation for Bonefish & Tarpon
Florida. I came to pursue my doctorate
Trust, who works with the Center for
in interdisciplinary ecology at the School
Marine Research and the National Park
of Natural Resources and Environment.
Cienaga de Zapata in Cuba.
Inspired by my encounter with the Florida
“It is important for Florida to work
manatee, I wanted to explore answers
with Cuba as (Cuba) expands tourism to
to the questions that emerged from that
protect not only the island’s bonefish, but
interaction.
its tarpon and permit populations and
This new stage represented a period
spawning locations,” says Dr. Adams.
of development and expansion, mentally
But for joint work to flourish, there
and spiritually, where I learned more about
are real obstacles to overcome, including
Researchers, including Anmari Alvarez Aleman,
manatees and how to use science to secure
standing, track manatees and evaluate habitat
U.S. restrictions on Cuban travel and the
their place in the world.
in Isla de la Juventud in southern Cuba.
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Water connects us, transcending differences in language, ideologies, cultures, and beliefs.
Manatees traveling freely between Cuba and the United States reflect that.
very well affect all. Our shared waters are a unifying force.
Collaboration and co-management of our common pool of
limited, fragile resources will be the only way to preserve this
natural legacy.
Today, I am part of the amazing research team at
Clearwater Marine Aquarium Research Institute, which has
worked with the Center for Marine Research at the University
of Havana for more than 15 years to understand the endangered
population of manatees in Cuba. Among their successes: the
first satellite-tagged manatee in Cuba, and the first genetic
status assessment of this population.
I know what it means to be a scientist in Cuba and now I’m
learning what it means to be a scientist in the U.S. A sense of
responsibility and deep passion is a common denominator.
I have the rare opportunity to explore how our West
Indian manatee is connected across Florida and the
Caribbean, as well as to ponder other unanswered questions.
And I’m searching for the best way to inspire people
in Florida, Cuba and beyond, about nature, the ocean,
conservation, and my gentle manatees. n

PHOTO COURTESY OF THE CENTER FOR MARINE RESEARCH, UNIVERSITY OF HAVANA

I was in the middle of my doctoral studies in 2017 when, to
my surprise, another Florida manatee showed up in the warm
waters of Cuba, demonstrating yet again the ecological bridge
across the ocean is stronger than any human force.
Before this, only five cases of Florida manatees had been
documented out of the United States, in the Bahamas. Now, in
less than a decade, two females with calves from Florida’s west
coast were reported in Cuba.
And to my elation and astonishment, the manatee
observed in Havana in 2017 was spotted back in the U.S,.
in the Halstead Bayou near Ocean Springs, Mississippi, in
January 2020.
Cuba, the U.S., and Mexico are key guardians of the Gulf
of Mexico, connected by species and oceanic currents. The
health of their shared ecosystems and ecological processes is a
direct result of the solidity of the human bond. And, of course,
healthier and stronger ecosystems translate into better
government, economies and human welfare.
As humans, we build walls, reinforce boundaries and
often destroy natural links and ecological bridges. But when
it comes to the environment, what affects one nation can

Anmari Alvarez Aleman (first row, second from right) and colleagues from the Center for Marine Research at the University of Havana pose with the first Cuban
manatee tagged by the group for research and tracking purposes, in Isla de la Juventud, Cuba, in 2012.

F L O R I D A H U M A N I T I E S . O R G

s p r i n g

2 0 2 1

F O R U M

29

PHOTO COURTESY OF SAM CARR

Your Florida. Your legacy.
You love our state deeply—its history, culture, literature, and complex
wonder—the same qualities that Florida Humanities is dedicated to
preserving and sharing.
The heart of our mission is telling the stories of communities from the
Keys to the Panhandle—including your own—that together form the
vivid and diverse portrait that is Florida.
We can help you ensure this rich legacy continues for future
generations with your planned gift to Florida Humanities.

Supporting us is easy and can provide true tax advantages:
1) Make a tax-deductible gift to us this year.
2) If you have an IRA, you can donate your required
minimum distribution (RMD).
3) Provide for us in your Will or Trust—a simple paragraph
added to your Will or Trust is all it takes.

For more information on legacy giving and annual or sustaining donations, please visit
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Hardcover $24.95

Environmental writing
about the Gulf South
region

The comprehensive
history of NASA’s famous
launch facility

Hardcover $45.00

Paper $32.00

A collection from notable
authors, poets, and
environmentalists

An engaging, accessible
introduction to manatee
biology

Hardcover $26.95

Paper $32.00

Letters from nineteenthcentury Florida

A bilingual edition of
a manuscript lost for
centuries

Paper $26.95

The natural and cultural
history of an iconic plant
Hardcover $28.00

Personal stories of the
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Paper $21.95

Paper $35.00
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WATER AS A DIVIDER:

Water is the symbol of many things — renewal, rebirth, life itself. But in the Jim Crow South,
it was a stark physical reminder of an enforced separation.

In the bleak years of
segregation, Florida
beaches and pools were
symbols of a great divide
— and of rising up through
persistent struggle.
By Audrey Peterman

A

s a Jamaican woman who
developed a passion for
nature at the stream in my
backyard, I was fascinated
when my American husband
shared stories of growing up in Florida in
the 1940s and ’50s, when he could have
been jailed for attempting to swim at the
beach less than a mile from his house.
While time at my local waters
meant solace, tranquility and an escape
from the tropical heat, Frank was
blocked as an African American from
the beautiful stretch of sandy Florida
A still image taken from a Highway Patrol film captures a confrontation between integrationists
beach in Dania that attracted people
and segregationists at a whites-only beach in St. Augustine on June 25, 1964.
from all over the world.
Growing up near Fort Lauderdale in the age before air
is predominantly Black, and reared in that proverbial “village”
conditioning, Frank and his friends learned to get by, though their
it takes to raise a child, the idea of separation by race was
method for cooling off wasn’t without its dangers.
completely foreign to me until I came to America in 1978.
“Me and my friends learned to swim in the Dania Cut-Off
So it was with great appreciation that I learned how the
Canal on the edge of town, where the railroad tracks crossed the
Black community in Florida resisted the enforced separation
canal,” he remembers. “We used to dive off the train trestles into
from nature with success and eminent joy.
the cool water.”
Using active resistance, ingenuity and entrepreneurship,
Granted, they had to keep a keen eye out for the occasional
they secured their own places in the sun, while continuing to
alligator or water moccasins lying on the banks. And if a manatee
push for an end to segregation. The necklace of historic Black
went by, they learned to wait before leaping into the water, as
beaches strung around the Florida peninsula — from Escambia
inevitably other manatees would follow. “Oh, we managed,” he
County in the northwest across to Nassau County in the
laughs, before adding with more seriousness of those days of
northeast and south to Miami-Dade County — tells that story.
segregation: “You have to remember, we weren’t just sitting
I saw this story from the inside — both from Frank’s
back and taking it. Community leaders kept pushing for change,
experience as a child growing up in South Florida and as a
wading-in at the beaches to force the authorities to integrate them.”
result of our work in the environmental sector. As newlyweds,
The idea that government could restrict its own people from
we drove around the United States in 1995 to see places such
the largesse of nature and cause them to risk their lives to enjoy the
as the Grand Canyon, Yellowstone and Yosemite. We were
most basic amenities boggled my mind. Coming from a country that
shocked to learn that as part of the National Park System,

For a list of Florida’s historically Black beaches, please visit floridahumanities.org/black-beaches
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they were once as segregated as Florida beaches had been at the
height of segregation. In the mid-’90s, the parks still reflected
little diversity of employees or visitors. To Frank it was “déjà vu
all over again.” To me it was an intolerable affront to humanity.
To both of us, it bespoke a need to help change it.
Together, we created Earthwise Productions, Inc., offering
consulting services to the National Park Service and other land
management agencies interested in engaging more Americans
of color. We organized park tours from the Everglades to
Yellowstone so people could see what they were missing. We
helped build upon a nascent movement, which today includes
hundreds of groups around the country, to introduce people
to the wealth of public lands, for recreation and employment.
And we advocated in local government and the U.S. Congress
for stronger protection and funding for public lands. In 2009,
we published our book, Legacy on the Land: A Black Couple
Discovers Our National Inheritance and Tells Why Every
American Should Care.

F L O R I D A H U M A N I T I E S . O R G

At the turn of the 21st century, the tributaries
flowing through our lives met up with those of other
African Americans also striving to share the stories
of Florida’s Black pioneers. In South Florida, our
friend, historian Dinizulu Gene Tinnie, with whom
we were working to heighten connections between
South Florida’s Black and Hispanic citizens and
the Everglades and other national parks, invited us
to a reunion on Virginia Key, site of Miami’s first
“colored beach,” designated by authorities in 1945
for the exclusive use of Black citizens.
While Frank fondly remembers his dad driving
him and his mom and younger brother to frolic
on the beach in the 1940s and 1950s, we learned a
much fuller story about the courage, resilience, and
ingenuity it had taken to secure the beach.
Black community leaders had repeatedly
challenged the county government to establish the
bathing beach they’d long promised the “colored”
population, according to Tinnie, founding member
and chair of the Virginia Key Beach Park Trust.
Finally, they decided to put their bodies on the
line to affirm their rights as humans and citizens.
According to contemporaneous reports Tinnie
cited from the Miami Herald, community leaders
— including attorney Lawson E. Thomas, Dr. Ira
P. Davis, Judge Henderson of the International
Longshoremen’s Association, and others — met at
Davis’ home in Miami’s historically Black Overtown
neighborhood to plan the event.

Audrey Peterman is an environmentalist
and co-author with her husband,
Frank Peterman, of Legacy on the
Land: A Black Couple Discovers Our
National Inheritance and Tells Why
Every American Should Care. Audrey
Peterman’s latest book is From My
Jamaican Gully to the World. In 2017,
the Petermans were part of the Next
100 Coalition of leaders that encouraged
President Barack Obama to issue the
Presidential Memorandum Promoting
Diversity and Inclusion in Our National
Parks, National Forests and Other
Public Lands and Waters.
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In the summer of 1964 in St. Augustine, a hotel manager poured muriatic
acid cleaning fluid into a pool where white and Black activists were
gathered to protest desegregation.

Those early wade-ins became a frequent tool of protest in the
1950s and early ’60s. Miami’s Crandon Park was successfully, if
unofficially, desegregated in 1959, after a wade-in by members of
the Congress for Racial Equality (CORE).
The “colored beach” in Dania, established in the early ’50s,
still had no promised access road by the summer of 1961. So
businesswoman and then-president of the local chapter of the
NAACP Eula Johnson and physician Von D. Mizell organized a
series of wade-ins on whites-only Fort Lauderdale Beach.
The group included students from Fort Lauderdale’s
historically Black Dillard High School and visiting college
students. They were met by opponents, including axe-wielding
Ku Klux Klan members, though no violence ensued. The city
PHOTO COURTESY OF VIRGINIAKEYBEACHPARK.NET

COURTESY OF FLORIDA ARCHIVES

Inspired by the Civil Rights Movement’s earliest “sit-ins” to
protest and challenge the system of segregation, the group came
up with the idea of staging a protest “wade-in,” in which Black
swimmers would wade into the waters of a segregated white
beach to “test the waters” of the law.
As law-abiding citizens, they alerted the county sheriff to
their intent. If they were arrested, the case would be seen as a
challenge to existing segregations laws. Either they’d win their
rights or the resulting news reports would draw important
attention to their cause.
On the day of the wade-in, May 9, 1945, attorney Thomas
carried a bag of cash for bail in case of arrests. The group had no
idea if they’d be met by repressive law enforcement or the Ku
Klux Klan.
Thankfully, there was no violence, but the wade-in, at allwhite Baker’s Haulover Beach, showed county leaders that Black
citizens were not going to settle for business as usual. There
were no legal repercusions; instead, county authorities called for
a meeting with the wade-in organizers. Less than three months
later, on August 1, 1945, the county opened Virginia Key Beach
as a segregated park “for the exclusive use of Negroes.” The new
beach featured amenities including a bathhouse, concession
stand, and amusement rides. It became a hub for Black South
Florida’s social, cultural, and political life.
Tragically, the dangerous ocean currents in that area cost
several lives. And county leaders established a waste dump and
sewage treatment plant nearby on the island.
By 1982 the County transferred the park to the City of
Miami, which closed it, citing high operating expenses. But
Virginia Key Beach never lost its place in the heart of the
Black community.
When word came in 1999 that the City of Miami planned
to lease the site to private developers to build an exclusive
upscale campground resort, they rallied and resisted it. Today,
its history and future are determinedly protected by the Virginia
Key Beach Park Trust. The area once considered undesirable by
some is now poised to address the existential problems of our
time, including climate change and sea level rise, as an indoor/
outdoor historical and environmental museum.

PHOTO COURTESY LEONARD FINK / AP IMAGES.

WATER AS A DIVIDER

Beach-goers assembled for a group portrait by the bath house at Butler Beach —
Anastasia Island.

In 1945, shortly after a wade-in protest at a whites-only beach, county
leaders opened Virginia Key Beach for the exclusive use of Blacks.

Want to learn more about Virginia Key Beach? Enjoy an in-person or virtual visit to the historic beach
with Florida Humanities’ free Florida Stories walking tour app. Visit floridahumanities.org to learn more,
or download the app through Apple’s App Store or Google Play.
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American Beach’s family legacy
In 2003, my husband and I gained an appreciation for the
importance of American Beach in Northeast Florida through a
direct descendant of its founder, Abraham Lincoln Lewis. Frank
had barely settled into his position as Southeastern Regional
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of Fort Lauderdale lost a lawsuit filed against the NAACP to
stop the wade-ins, and by 1962, the county’s beaches were
desegregated by law, if not, in practice.
And in 2016, in tribute to the fearless and groundbreaking
struggle they waged for equality, that “colored” beach was
renamed the Dr. Von D. Mizell-Eula Johnson State Park.
In the summer of 1964, St. Augustine was a national flash
point in the struggle against segregation. Local civil rights
activists, such as dentist Robert Hayling — who had been beaten
and kidnapped by the Ku Klux Klan — were joined by Dr.
Martin Luther King Jr., C.T. Vivian, and other national leaders.
The temperature rose as the summer unfolded with a series of
marches, restaurant sit-ins, and wade-ins.
One such event — captured in horrifying photographs —
took place on June 18, 1964 at the waterfront’s Monson Motor
Lodge. A week before, Martin Luther King Jr. had been
denied service by the lodge’s owner, James Brock, when he
sought to order lunch in the Monson’s dining room. King was
arrested for trespass and jailed.
The following week, six bathing-suit clad young people, four
Black, and two white, entered the Monson’s pool. When the
swimmers refused to get out, Brock emptied a jug of muriatic
acid cleaning fluid into the water. An off-duty police officer
jumped in to pull the swimmers out, beating them in the process.
All this was captured by assembled news photographers, and
these brutal images made their way onto newspaper pages
around the world.
Two weeks later, on July 2, 1964, the U.S. Congress passed
the Civil Rights Act, prohibiting discrimination on the basis of
race, color, religion, sex or national origin.
Even after integration, It wasn’t much easier for Black
Floridians to cool off in public swimming pools. Our friend
Bobby Henry, whose family has published the Black-focused
Westside Gazette Newspaper in Fort Lauderdale since 1971,
recalls how challenging it was to access the swimming pool on
the “white” side of town.
”I remember once when I was coaching Little League
swimming and we swam against a white team, the coaches
exhibited so much prejudice to our
team that we were almost kicked
out of the pool,” he recalls.
“But our team went on to win
and one of our swimmers
broke the record Mark Spitz
held at that time. So I’d have
to say segregation taught us to
put forth the best effort we could
and be proud of who we are, of our
community and our families. I think
we appreciated things more than others who were privileged,
because we had to work so much harder for everything.”

Rosier family at American Beach — Amelia Island.

Director of The Wilderness Society in Atlanta when MaVynee
Betsch invited us to visit her on her ancestral American Beach,
on Amelia Island, north of Jacksonville. The position of a
Black man in the leadership of a
national conservation organization
was novel enough to attract her
attention.
Betsch was heir to the history
and a bearer of the legacy of this
paradise for Black Americans
established in 1935, the year of her
birth. She grew up in Jacksonville
with her sister, anthropologist
Johnnetta Betsch Cole, former
president of Spelman College and director of the Smithsonian
Institution’s National Museum of African Art, and brother,
John Betsch, a noted jazz drummer. She told us how her great
grandfather, one of the founders and later president of the
Afro American Life Insurance Company and a prominent
Jacksonville business and civic leader, built upon his company’s
success to create what would become American Beach.

continues on page 56
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WATER AS FREEDOM:

Whether it be an endless ocean, a meandering river, or a back country swamp, water evokes freedom for all who seek it.

Finding freedom,
so fluid and fleeting
Cave divers enter the labyrinth of Manatee Springs, one of the state’s first-magnitude springs, located on the Lower Suwannee River.

PHOTO BY MARK LONG

Florida’s waterways promise blissful release from rules and care —
until one person’s liberty clashes with another’s property lines.
By Thomas T. Ankersen

A

peninsula dipping into a tropical sea
surrounded and shot through with water,
Florida has always been something of a
mecca for those in search of the freedom
water evokes. Water crashes onto its shores,
runs through its pores and stands on its surface.
This may explain why the allure of being in, around, under,
and over the water — and the freedom that proximity offers
— has been part of the state’s DNA since Florida moved from
backwater to the mainstream. Spanish explorer Ponce de
Leon’s legendary search for a mythical Fountain of Youth was
nothing if not a search for freedom — freedom from mortality
— with “running water of such marvelous virtue, that the
water thereof being drunk, perhaps with some diet, makes old
men young again.”
Today, water continues to lure Floridians in search of
freedom and adventure. Waterfolk of all sorts — boaters,
fishers, beachgoers, divers, surfers — seek freedom in their
relationship to water; freedom to wander and wonder,
freedom to congregate and recreate, and freedom from the
cares of daily life on land. Yet like so many freedoms, these are
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challenged by overcrowding, misuse and overuse, gentrification
and outright selfishness.
As someone who grew up on Florida’s east coast in the 1960s
and ’70s when adventure was easy to come by, when ditches led to
streams that led to woods, when there were no property lines on
the sandy beach, when it was possible to actually get lost, I have
lamented that the freedom nature offers is now frequently fenced
and forsaken. At the same time, as an attorney and law professor
who has used the law to protect nature for most of my career, I
know Florida has long since surpassed its ability to accommodate
renegade freedom seekers in nature, even if I still aspire to be one.

The right to roam
The relationship between water and freedom must be as old as
time. But if one manifestation of that relationship is the unfettered
ability to explore, then water holds a special place in the pantheon
of freedoms. Nowhere is that better expressed than in Mare
Liberum — Freedom of the Seas — the legal doctrine espoused
by the 17th century Dutch philosopher and lawyer Hugo Grotius.
Grotius articulated one of the guiding principles that facilitated
the global expansion of Europe — the right to freely navigate on the
high seas, an uneasy bargain of convenience among the plundering

powers. That right to navigate, and the freedom to adventure it
offers, has permeated our own law, and the Floridian lifestyle.
In parts of Europe there is quite literally a “right to roam” the
countryside, property ownership be damned. In the United
States, which puts a premium on property rights, this tradition
has never found its way — except on the water, which the states,
by law, hold in trust for all the people.
One recent case involved the freedom to run airboats while
hunting alligators and gigging frogs all night on North Central
Florida lakes, where once-remote shorelines now sport high-end
homes. The plaintiffs argued that local curfew and noise laws
violated their right to freely navigate. More audaciously,
they argued that the freedom to navigate is a “fundamental
constitutional right,” a status reserved for those most sacred
of constitutional rights, such as the free exercise of speech,
religious liberty and the right to keep and bear arms. While a
three-judge state circuit court panel disagreed that the right to
navigate is a fundamental right, the sentiment that underlies the
argument, and the deep maritime roots that go back to Grotius,
lend credence to the powerful sway that freely navigating on
Florida waters holds.
While the right to navigate may not be a fundamental
constitutional right, it is one the Florida Legislature protects
by statute, refusing to allow local governments to restrict the
ability of cruising boaters to anchor in their waters. A poor yet
happy mariner can anchor all but indefinitely offshore from
Gloria Estefan’s Miami Beach mansion and foul her view, and
neither she nor the City have much in the way of recourse. While
the state can regulate itinerant anchoring, it rarely does. It took
decades of litigation to finally end the saga of “houseboat row”

“For whatever we lose (like a you or a me),
it’s always our self we find in the sea.”
—E.E. Cummings
in the Florida Keys, a community of freedom-seeking boaters
“squatting” over the sovereign submerged lands of the state. “...
It’s a lifestyle choice the tight butts on shore just don’t want,”
one long-time “resident” of houseboat row proclaimed in a 1998
Washington Post article. A lawyer for the state countered, “This
is no different than someone moving a mobile home on the front
lawn of the Capitol, saying I’m going to live here.”
Where there are opportunities for exploration there remains
opportunity for freedom. The last vestige of unexplored Florida
persists into the 21st century in an unlikely setting, where
exploration has only just begun.
North Florida’s labyrinthine underwater cave system
beckons cave divers from around the world. “An inner-planetary
wilderness ripe for exploring” in the words of Florida writer
Julie Hauserman in her biography of the late legendary cave
diver Wes Skiles. “A dwindling, finite domain of places on earth
never before seen by man,” in the words of cave explorer William
Stone.
Sinkholes and springs offer glimpses into a threedimensional underworld every bit as complex as the one that sits
on top. It takes a special kind of person to view being underwater
underground, thinly tethered to a tank of air, surrounded by
rock on all sides save a narrow passageway to the surface, as
a form of freedom. Yet cave divers and springs lovers alike,
WIKIMEDIA

While the right to navigate may not be a fundamental constitutional right, it is one the Florida Legislature protects by statute, refusing to allow local
governments to restrict the ability of cruising boaters to anchor in their waters. Here, boaters gather on a summer day at Crab Island near Destin in 2019.
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WATER AS FREEDOM

Photo courtesy of Space Coast Office of Tourism.

Surfers catch the legendary wave at Sebastian Inlet State Park.

travelling from all over the world, speak in rhapsodic terms of
the freeing sensation these magical places instill. Hauserman
quotes the words of well-known Florida diver Tom Morris:
“Imagine yourself suspended weightlessly in warm, air-clear
water with powerful aircraft landing lights, able to fly through a
giant, apparently endless, 60-meter diameter bore-hole, honed
from the purest bone-white limestone, with a prehistoric bonestrewn floor of silvery sand….”
These air-clear waters are becoming more and more scarce,
however, as nutrients pour down from above, tinging them the
color of progress.

The last wild places or the last places
to get wild
For many freedom-lovers, water offers the last recreational
respite from regulation: regulation born of necessity as Florida
boomed and there became too many of us to run wild and free
across the landscape.
Even the most community-minded among us can chafe at
paying fees to congregate and recreate in nature, detesting
hustling out of parks at dusk and hiding banned beverages
between the knees like underaged teens. Writing from Key West
in 1936, Ernest Hemingway described the Gulf Stream that hugs
the Florida Coast as “the last wild country there is left.” His 1936
article in Esquire about fishing in that “last wild country” would
serve as the inspiration for The Old Man and the Sea.
Nearly 100 years later, flotillas of Florida boaters raft-up
in the shallows for another kind of wild. They gather en masse
to party and play on ephemeral sandbars and along dredged
spoil islands in Florida’s waterways, a practice one state wildlife
officer calls “boating aggregations,” a nod to fish who do the
same when spawning. These unregulated pop-up parks and
playgrounds have become law enforcement nightmares, but they
speak to the yearning for unregulated fun, to a time when open
access to recreational resources was taken for granted. It should
come as no surprise that more than one of these is named “Beer
Can Island.” The poster child for these aggregations may be Crab
Island off Destin in Walton County. “You have dissemination of
alcohol, you have clothing issues,” the county sheriff complained
to the local newspaper, “and then you have kids’ activities, all of
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which are in a public space and taking up and preventing other
people from using it.”
Concern over the loss of these open-access amenities has
promoted the formation of non-profit organizations intent on
litigating — Save Our Siesta Sand2 in Sarasota — and informal
self-appointed guardians intent on ensuring unfettered access
to places like the “Snake Island Republic” in Venice. Facebook
groups and other social media platforms pop up at the first
sign of any threat to unrestricted recreational access to these
aquatic resources.

The sandy path to freedom
Access to the water’s edge, to the thin strand of sand and
shore where the rules are implicitly different, has long been
a favored but fraught path to freedom for modern Floridians.
Florida historian Gary Mormino took note. “The most recurring
image of Florida is that of a beach...[a]n arena for creative
and destructive tension: nature versus technology, personal
freedoms versus communal control, and democracy versus
plutocracy.” That, too, is threatened.
The battle for the right to roam the beaches has gained a
heightened sense of urgency as the 21st century sea chews away
at the state’s watery edge, and the once pedestrian act of walking
along the beach becomes an obstacle course of sea walls, rock
revetments, and extended backyards. Walton County, along
the Florida Panhandle’s coast, has become the flashpoint in the
Everyman’s right to roam the sandy beaches, but throughout the
state beachfront owners and private resorts zealously defend
what they regard as theirs.
In the 21st century, the battle for the beach has been a battle
not just for access to the beach, but for access along the beach.
Private property extends to the high water line but the ancient
legal doctrine of custom, recognized by the Florida Supreme
Court, allows public use of the dry sand above the high water
mark — if it can be proved. Unlike navigational freedom on the
water, on dry land the legislature has taken a different tack.
Rather than throwing open the state’s sandy beaches to open
access under the customary use doctrine as some states have
done, Florida requires individualized proof of the use by the
public since “time immemorial” — parcel by painstaking parcel.

In Hyacinth Drift, famed Florida author Marjorie
Kinnan Rawlings sought sisterhood and spiritual refuge
from a difficult relationship by leaving the land behind and
sojourning with a friend in a motorboat down the St. Johns
River, no easy task in 1933. As they debarked, Rawlings noted
that “There would be neither lights, beacons nor buoys for
at least a hundred miles. Bridge and highway disappeared,
and there was no longer any world but this incredible marsh,
this unbelievable amount of sky.” When she finally returned,
she declared she would “never be happy on land again...
afraid once more of all the painful circumstances of living,”
lamenting that “the world is no longer fluid.”
Where subterranean waters bubble to the surface, Florida’s
Springs evoke their own sense of spiritual freedom, the surficial
expression of Water’s Journey, Wes Skiles’ documentary on
Florida’s subsurface water. “They are magical places for the
solace of the soul,” says artist Margaret Ross Tolbert, who has
dived in the springs and painted them for nearly three decades.
“We are creatures of spirit, drawn to these sacred waters, body
and soul,” writes John Moran, in Springs Eternal, channeling
what must have been worshipful awe among the first inhabitants
of Springs country. Both are on the defensive, forsaking brush
and lens for microphone and megaphone, lamenting the
declining quality of once crystalline waters, and prodding
lawmakers to do something about it.

Freedom’s last stand
Perhaps nothing sums up the feeling of liquid freedom more
than surfing, which for many encompasses a lifestyle, not just an
addictive pastime. While Florida surfing has never achieved the
cultural fame of the surf-blessed Pacific Coast, it still served as
an irresistible outlet for exploration, recreation, and spirituality
for those who surf — and for those who wish they did.
Legendary surfer/waterman cum philosopher, Tom Blake,
who spent time in South Florida in his more reflective later
years, summed up the experience in his famous 1968 essay,
“Voice of the Wave.”
“While on a board, either surfriding or paddling, one is truly
free from land-bound restrictions. For that hour he is captain
of his fate, of his miniature ship. The burden of city, school, job
as well as the cares and worries of the subconscious mind, are
erased and forgotten….”
University of Florida religion professor Bron Taylor, himself
a surfer, describes the most overtly spiritual surfing, sometimes
called “soul surfing,” as an aquatic nature religion. Florida has its
share of believers.
In On a Wave, his award-winning 1970s coming-of-age
surf memoir, author Thad Ziolkowski vividly and wistfully
captures the essence of soul surfing on Florida’s Space Coast,
teenage angst and all. He describes a youth where the ocean and
simultaneous escape from both adolescence and adulthood were
just a footpath away from the front door, where organized sports
took a back seat to a sport with no rules.
Ziolkowski also captures a barefoot milieu that is in the
rearview mirror, in Florida and elsewhere. “There are graced
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surf towns — Santa Cruz, Bolinas, Malibu, Montauk — where
cars rust like lace,” he writes. “Shielded for a certain period,
suffused with beauty and with subtler blessings, innocence,
a certain sweetness, they are worlds out of time, these towns.
Melbourne Beach was such a place.” The convergence of
counterculture, surf, and the race to outer space created that
world out of time.
The earliest records of standup surfing in Florida date to
around 1930 in Daytona Beach, according to Scott Edwards, in his
chapter in Paul Aho’s Surfing Florida: A Photographic History.
But the stretch from Cocoa Beach to Vero Beach emerged as
the epicenter of Florida surfing in the 1960s, given the proximity
to Sebastian Inlet and the legendary “First Peak” wave. The
sandbar off of Sebastian’s South Jetty sets up the fabled
“Monster Hole.” As one works one’s way north, there is Spanish
House, Shark’s Pit, the Pines and myriad other surf breaks
named and unnamed. These were places where sand paths
through the palmettos led to freedom, with no entrance fee,
where all night bonfires led to first light surf sessions. All that
has changed. Sebastian Inlet is a fee-seeking state park. Bonfires
have been banned. Melbourne Beach got its first traffic light.
Many of Florida’s soul surfing freedom seekers moved on.

Postscript
Every surfer has planned and plotted their own path to
freedom, their own Endless Summer. In the early years of
Florida surfing, there were road trips to Cape Hatteras and
pilgrimages to California and Hawaii. Later, Florida surfers
flocked to Puerto Rico, and then to Costa Rica and more farflung nations still in the process of moving into the global
mainstream, some engaged in civil war. In these places one could
still discover empty beaches, virgin surf breaks, air-clear water
— and yes, unregulated fun — the stuff of freedom that has been
forever sought, and forever eroding away. n
Tom Ankersen directs the
Conservation Clinic at the
University of Florida Levin College
of Law, which provides experiential
learning opportunities for law
and graduate students in areas
of law including environmental,
land use, marine and coastal,
and international environmental
law. He also directs the Florida
Sea Grant Legal Program, and he
serves on the leadership team for
UF’s newly established Center for
Coastal Solutions. His most recent
legal scholarship, Recreational
Rights to the Dry Sand Beach in
Florida: Property, Custom and Controversy, addresses the legal history
of beach access in Florida. Ankersen grew up in and around the water
on Florida’s Space Coast and spent his collegiate summers lifeguarding
and surfing the beaches of South Brevard County. He maintains a parallel
universe in Costa Rica, where he has worked and played for 25 years.
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Solace for the soul

WATER AS HEALING SOURCE:
From ancient times, water has been imbued with almost magical curative powers.

TAKING THE WAT
Bathers at White Sulphur Springs, in July 1919.

After the Civil War, visitors flocked to the
state, drawn by a promise of the healing
powers of the springs and the sea.
By Rick Kilby

B

eer baron Charles D. Kaier had certainly
prospered in America after he immigrated
from Germany. He fought for his new
country during the Civil War and, by 1893,
owned a thriving brewery in Mahanoy City,
Pennsylvania. But despite his success, Kaier lacked
what philosopher Ralph Waldo Emerson called the “first
wealth” — his health. And so, like Emerson, Kaier would
travel to Florida in an effort to recover from a lungrelated illness. He arrived in St. Augustine on February
2, 1893, some 66 years after an ailing Emerson strolled
the white sand beaches near the ancient city, occupying
himself by “hitting a green orange with a stick.”
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FROM THE STATE ARCHIVES OF FLORIDA.

Kaier and Emerson were far from unique. John Lee Williams,
an influential early settler who moved to Florida in 1820 for his
health, declared in 1837 that “invalids from every part of the
United States” wintered in St. Augustine; the old city was especially
“celebrated for restoring tone to the system” of tuberculosis
patients, he wrote. After the Civil War, invalids or those limited by
illness in northern states learned about Florida’s balmy weather
and salubrious waters through a variety of travel accounts that
appeared in guidebooks, newspaper travelogues, and popular
illustrated magazines such as Harper’s and Scribner’s. Celebrated
writers such as Sidney Lanier and Harriet Beecher Stowe
published favorable accounts of their experiences in the state,
spreading the gospel of Florida’s healthfulness to an even larger
audience. Readers soaked up descriptions of an exotic peninsula
surrounded by saltwater and dotted with a thousand freshwater
springs, many imbued with minerals.
Florida was thus well suited to become a haven for those who
embraced the popular belief in the curative power of water. Several
politicians even suggested that the entire state could become a
national sanitarium, according to Florida historian Gary Mormino.
Many visitors during the Golden Age of Bathing after the Civil
War were consumptives — sufferers of tuberculosis — who sought

TERS IN FLORIDA
Gilded Age ladies next to a sign reading
“Safety first: Bathe within life lines.”

The steamboat “Florence” sits docked at Green Cove Springs on the
St. Johns River, circa 1870, as children look on.

FROM THE STATE ARCHIVES OF FLORIDA.

relief from harsh northern winters. Medical advice at the time
maintained that fresh air and outdoor activity could offer a
reprieve from the disease nicknamed the “white death.” John
Lee Williams had already observed that sea bathing restored
more Florida visitors to health “than any other prescription” and
also described the state’s mineral springs as “highly medical,”
foreshadowing the growth in medical tourism that would follow.

Taking the waters in Florida
The tradition of soaking in and drinking water from mineral
springs has ancient origins — the Greeks erected temples around
springs, and the Romans constructed enormous bath complexes
throughout their expansive empire. “Balneotherapy,” from the
Latin word balneum meaning “bath,” is still practiced at health
spas all over the world. During the Victorian era, the practice of
“taking the waters” — the more commonly used term — came
into vogue in this country at places including Saratoga Springs,
New York, and Warm Springs, Virginia. As tourism developed in
Florida in the late 19th century, perhaps as many as two dozen
resorts were built at mineral springs, including a few that were
among the grandest accommodations the state had to offer.
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FROM THE CLAY COUNTY ARCHIVES, GREEN COVE SPRINGS.

Florida’s spa era began after the upheaval of the Civil
War, when the state’s warm climate lured wealthy Northern
visitors, both healthy and infirm, to winter in what was hailed
as the “Italy of America.” Many entered the state through
Jacksonville, which was well positioned to serve as a hub for
travel farther south into Florida. Riverboats operated from
the city’s docks, embarking on trips up the St. Johns, which
became a critical artery for shuttling visitors to health spas
at springs along the river. Green Cove Springs, about 30
miles south of Jacksonville, was especially popular. Dubbed
the “Saratoga of the South,” it turns up in virtually all travel
accounts about Florida written after the war. Harriet Beecher
Stowe described a “peculiar feeling of refreshment and
exhilaration” when taking the waters at Green Cove, while
Sidney Lanier, writing a travel guide for a railroad, focused on
the quality of the accommodations. The grandest hotel there,
the Clarendon House, boasted broad verandas overlooking
the spring, a bowling alley, and a “billiards saloon” and could
accommodate 200 guests at $4 per night in the late 1870s.
Today, the town that grew up around the spring remains the
seat of Clay County, but little remains from Florida’s era of
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White Spring’s four-story spring house,
constructed by Confederate widow Minnie
Mosher Jackson and her physician brother,
was perhaps the most significant structure
developed for bathing at any Florida
spring. Topped with a decorative tower, the
building included a concession area, clinic,
dressing rooms, and an elevator. Like Green
Cove Springs, the town of White Springs
developed around the spa — guests could
enjoy the theater, go bowling, or even try
roller skating.
Tuberculosis was just one of the
ailments for which tourist-invalids sought
relief, and at least two destinations offered
visitors a choice of springs to help heal
specific afflictions. At Panacea Springs in
Wakulla County, owner T.H. Hall produced
a brochure for the 1902 season proclaiming
that the site’s 25 springs could bring relief
for kidney ailments, liver disorders, and
Visitors in front of the Clarendon Hotel at Green Cove Springs, circa 1885.
digestive issues, all while creating a “rapid
improvement in general health.” Safety Harbor’s Espiritu Santo
Gilded Age bathing except one of the Clarendon’s detached
Springs on Old Tampa Bay also offered a spring for kidney
guest residences, now home to a bed and breakfast.
problems as well as springs for skin diseases, liver disorders, and
Steamboats also carried passengers to other St. Johns River
stomach troubles. A 1910 pamphlet claimed that this group of
resorts built near springs, including Magnolia Springs,
mineral springs, “with their most efficacious healing properties,”
just a short walk from Green Cove, and
could hardly be equaled for “quantity and
the Brock House at Enterprise, near the
quality by any other mineral waters in the
jade-hued waters of Green Springs in Volusia
United States.” The pamphlet included 26
County. Zachary Taylor’s cousin Cornelius
pages of testimonials from individuals who
built an early hotel near its viridescent waters
claimed to have been cured of everything
in the 1840s — one of the first erected near a
from paralysis to “nervous prostration.”
mineral spring.
One of the Espiritu Santo Springs was
Other spring resorts were reliant on
dedicated to quenching the growing thirst
railroads rather than steamboats to transport
for bottled mineral water from Florida. As
guests to their locations. Railroad travel to
the health-giving reputation of the state’s
Florida expanded in the 1880s and made large
spring waters grew, so did demand, and
portions of the state’s interior more accessible
soon bottles were shipped nationwide,
to tourists. Charles Kaier, on his quest for
as they still are today. An advertisement
healing in Florida, traveled by train twice
for the spa in Safety Harbor credits the
to the vast complex at Suwannee Springs
water’s power to a “beneficent Creator”
on the Suwannee River. Although his wife
who placed in “chosen spots over this earth
complained of boredom and loneliness in
certain springs with healing waters to cure
a letter describing their journey, the spring
the ails of man and beast.” A legend linked
water seemed to bring Kaier relief. Developed
the springs’ history to a U.S. soldier who
in 1883 by hoteliers George and Levi Scoville,
learned about the water from a Seminole
the Suwannee Springs resort was fairly selfimprisoned during the Second Seminole
A promotional brochure for the Miami-Battle
Creek Sanitarium, 1940.
contained, but nearby White Springs was
War. Similar stories flourished about other
practically a boom town, offering a variety of
springs, where promoters claimed that
recreational options from theater to roller skating in order to
Native Americans had relied on the water’s healing properties
prevent pleasure-seeking tourists from suffering ennui.
long before its “discovery” by people of European descent.
FROM THE FLORIDA HISTORICAL SOCIETY.

FROM THE STATE ARCHIVES OF FLORIDA

WATER AS HEALING SOURCE

Florida’s spa era began after the upheaval of the Civil War, when the state’s warm
climate lured wealthy Northern visitors, both healthy and infirm, to winter in what was
hailed as the “Italy of America.”
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Sea bathing to sanitariums

Postcard for sea bathing at Pass-a-Grille on the Gulf of Mexico.

constructing palatial hotels along the peninsula’s Atlantic Coast.
Like Emerson and Kaier, Flagler first came to Florida for
health reasons, following a doctor’s advice about the best care
for his consumptive wife, Mary. Ultimately Mary succumbed to
her ailments, but Flagler remarried and returned to the state,
PHOTO BY JOHN MORAN AND DAVID MOYNAHAN

Nineteenth-century visitors to Florida sought healing in
sea water as well as in spring water. In his 1873 travel guide for
consumptives, Going South for Winter, Dr. Robert F. Speir wrote
that, “of all health-preserving exercises, sea water bathing is
best.” Sea or surf bathing for health purposes was an outgrowth
of the age-old practice of taking the waters at mineral springs,
and in the 18th and 19th centuries, seaside resorts became
popular across Europe.
In Pensacola, sea bathing was as regular a habit as “supper
in the evening,” John Lee Williams asserted in 1837, eight
years before Florida was granted statehood. In East Florida,
sea bathing was not as common but was “equally beneficial to
health,” Williams noted. General Francis E. Spinner, former
Treasurer of the United States, retired to a tent on Pablo Beach
near Jacksonville in 1895, claiming the water and healthful
breezes kept his system in “perfect order.”
But the level of elegance at seaside resorts improved
significantly after Standard Oil cofounder Henry Flagler began

COLLECTION OF THE AUTHOR.

Harriet Beecher Stowe described a “peculiar feeling of refreshment and exhilaration” when
taking the waters at Green Cove, while Sidney Lanier, writing a travel guide for a railroad,
focused on the quality of the accommodations.

Photographers John Moran and David Moynahan created this image of the pool at Hampton Springs illuminated at night in 2014.
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FROM THE MATHESON HISTORY MUSEUM, GAINESVILLE.

WATER AS HEALING SOURCE

Flagler’s northernmost hotel. In addition
to sea bathing, Flagler’s resorts in Palm
Beach and Miami also offered saltwater
bathing pools for those “too timid to
tempt Old Neptune’s grasp” by bathing
in the surf. These facilities offered
swimming instruction, and eventually
recreational swimming replaced the
practice of sea bathing, in which timid
bathers ventured into the surf while
tightly holding a safety line.
Flagler’s Hotel Alcazar in St.
Augustine, built in 1889, boasted the

A promotional brochure for
the Alcazar Baths at
St. Augustine’s Hotel Alcazar.

FROM THE LIBRARY OF CONGRESS.

WIKIMEDIA

honeymooning in St. Augustine. As a guest of the San Marco
Hotel, he observed that the upscale resort catered to high-end
guests equivalent to the “class of society one meets at the great
watering places of Europe,” and he soon set about creating
his own empire of properties, starting with St. Augustine’s
magnificent Hotel Ponce de Leon in 1888 and its companion, the
Hotel Alcazar.
Flagler’s resorts, which extended from Jacksonville Beach to
Key West, catered to the whims of a well-heeled clientele rather
than to invalids, but they actively promoted the popularity
of healthful sea bathing to visitors. “The waters of this coast
are celebrated for their tonic and health-giving properties,”
declared a brochure for the Hotel Continental in Atlantic Beach,

The remains of the spring house in White Springs
surround a dry spring in 2012.

FROM THE FLORIDA HISTORICAL SOCIETY.

Postcard labeled “Interior of Bath House, White Springs, Florida. The Spring Flows
32,400 Gallons a Minute.”

Swimming pool at St. Augustine’s Hotel Alcazar.
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The historic Hotel Alcazar pictured in an 1898 postcard.

FROM THE EPHEMERA COLLECTION, P.K. YONGE LIBRARY OF
FLORIDA HISTORY, UNIVERSITY OF FLORIDA.

most elaborate bathing facilities
opened in a former Miami Springs hotel
by far, including what was
built by famed aviator Glenn Curtiss. The
advertised as the world’s largest
facility was owned by the eccentric Dr. John
indoor pool — 120 feet long by
Harvey Kellogg, who believed that Florida’s
50 feet wide, surrounded by an
population could be the healthiest and the
observation gallery and dance
“longest lived people in the world.” While
floors. A brochure for the hotel’s
the state may not be the Fountain of Youth, a
Alcazar Baths described what were
steady stream of visitors still flows to Florida’s
state-of-the-art hydrotherapy
springs, beaches, and spas every year in search
treatments in the Gilded Age.
of restoration and rejuvenation. Today the
Water could be applied as a
tourism industry is an essential component
healing agent in any form, “solid,
in the state’s economy, but few tourists realize
fluid, or vapor, externally or
that they are following in the footsteps of
internally,” through treatments
medical tourists who sought a different kind of
that included everything from
magic in Florida. n
traditional Russian and Turkish
baths to vapor cabinets and
Author/designer
“hydrotherapeutic apparatus” that A sea bather holds a safety line in the surf in an image
Rick Kilby’s first
on a brochure for the Florida East Coast Railroad.
directed jets of water at a patient’s
book, Finding the
body. Today, the hotel is the home
Fountain of Youth:
of the Lightner Museum, and its famous swimming pool hosts
Ponce de León and Florida’s Magical
diners at the Café Alcazar.
Waters, earned a medal at the Florida
For a brief time in the early 20th century, hydrotherapy
Book Awards in 2014. His latest book,
was the most commonplace form of taking the waters, and
Florida’s Healing Waters, was published
sanitariums offering water cures were established around the
by the University Press of Florida in the Fall
state. A branch of Michigan’s famed Battle Creek Sanitarium
of 2020.

Florida’s healing waters today

A

rchaeological vestiges of Florida’s Golden Age of Bathing
can be found at Suwannee, White, Hampton, and Panacea
springs in North Florida, where remnants of pool structures
remain more than a century after taking the waters fell out
of fashion. For a taste of what health-seekers experienced during that
era, Florida still offers several options. The still-popular spring-fed
pool at Green Cove Springs is part of a remodeled city park that opened
in 2017 for recreational swimming from May through September.
Warm Mineral Springs in North Port, near Venice, Florida, attracts
an international clientele who come to bathe in the mineral-laced
waters, seven days a week. The privately owned Safety Harbor Spa and
Resort in Pinellas County utilizes the waters of Espiritu Santo Springs
in its swimming pools and whirlpools and has a complete menu of
contemporary spa experiences.
Architectural survivors from this era include several of Flagler’s
properties, some of which have been lovingly restored, such as the
grand Hotel Ponce de Leon, now home to Flagler College in St.
Augustine. To get a glimpse into the world of hydrotherapy, one can
visit the Lightner Museum in the former Hotel Alcazar across the
street, where much of the original equipment used in the Alcazar Baths
is on display. And you can even get a drink at the bottom of the Alcazar
pool, where a café now operates in the deep end.

In 2017 the City of Green Cove Springs completed a multimillion dollar
project around its namesake spring that included a rebuilt swimming pool,
new two-story pavilion, and splash pad for kids.
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WATER AS INSPIRATION:

In every culture, water — the sound of it, the look of it, the memories it evokes— inspires the imagination of artists,
writers, philosophers, of most of us, really.

The Florida I have
inside me….
A literary remembrance of Bill Belleville, whose storytelling celebrates the
mystery and glory of our state’s waterways, and beckons us to go outside.
By Cynthia Barnett

T

his winter on a sunny weekday, I jostled my kayak
into the warm waters of the Wekiva River in honor
of Bill Belleville, one of the great chroniclers of
what he called vernacular Florida—“the luxuriant
particulars of nature, of culture, and of place.”

Belleville, naturalist, author, filmmaker, and a beloved
Florida Humanities speaker, died last summer at the age of
75 after a long neurological decline. His literary legacy had
spanned half a century: Seven acclaimed books including River
of Lakes, his intimate biography of the St. Johns River; more
than a thousand essays reported from the deep underwater
caves of the Caribbean to the worn swivel chairs of Dave’s
Barber Shop in old downtown Sanford; and award-winning film
scripts such as “In Search of Xanadu,” his quest for the wild,
romantic Florida that William
Bartram described in his Travels
of 1791.
“The Florida I have inside
me is the Florida Bartram wrote
about,” Belleville once said. “It’s
mysterious and enchanting.”
Belleville’s storytelling was
mysterious and enchanting, too.
He often built his narratives
around a quest to find something
hidden or uncover a secret.
Sometimes, he’d set out to get lost.
Even after reporting on water
from some of the world’s most
remote outposts — the Galapagos
Islands, Russia’s White Sea — his favorite place to lose himself
was along his own, home river: the Wekiva.
Implausible as it seems just north of Orlando’s congested
suburbs, you can still find Bartram’s Florida, and Belleville’s,
along the subtropical tendril that rises from Wekiwa Spring and
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winds 16 miles to the St. Johns. (Wekiwa, the Creek word for a
spring, was the Indigenous name.)
As I paddled past banks gnarled with the trees of fairy tales
— dark roots spread like buttresses, oaks bent to arches, palms
growing sidelong across the water — I could hear Belleville’s
distinctive drawl. His Southern lilt fused the rural Eastern Shore
of Maryland where he grew up and the old Florida where he
chose to spend his adult life — an abiding decision he made at
age 8 while peering into Silver Springs through a glass-bottom
boat on holiday with his parents.
“Rivers have a mystic quality to them, a way of helping us
remember something we thought we had forgotten.”
—Salvaging the Real Florida.
Ten years ago, during one of his Florida Humanities talks,
I had scribbled notes in the back of my copy of Salvaging the
Real Florida. “Bill doesn’t feel that his own writing will change
anyone’s mind,” I jotted to myself. “He hopes that his writing
will get someone outside — even if it is just to sit outside — and
find themselves.”
“Don’t wring your hands,” he told the audience that evening.
“Get outside of yourself to restore your spirit.”
“I have watched these elegant limpkins wading in the shallow
waters in their stealthy search for apple snails, heard them
conversing more casually in a rachetlike clacking, and, by
summer, seen young fledglings stumbling about an island
rookery like giant clumsy ducklings, covered in a light down.
Ephouskyca is a Wekiva bird, a river bird, and it belongs to
the St. Johns Basin and to Florida; to come upon it each time
is a pleasant surprise, like running into an old friend.”
— River of Lakes.
I met several of Belleville’s old friends picking through
lily pads along the Wekiva, brown feathers lit golden in the
late-afternoon sun. Ephouskyca is not modern taxonomy as I’d
assumed; the limpkin’s scientific name is Aramus guarauna.
Belleville was following in some old bootsteps, and still-older
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Naturalist and author Bill Belleville’s storytelling was mysterious and enchanting. He often built his narratives around a quest to find something
hidden or uncover a secret.

footsteps before those. “There is inhabiting the low shores and
swamps of this river and the lakes of Florida,” Bartram wrote
in Travels about the St. Johns, “a very curious bird, called by an
Indian name, Ephouskyca, which signifies in our language the
crying bird.”
Keeping and pronouncing Indigenous names, Belleville
wrote in an essay on Florida’s coontie plant, which the Creek
called conti hateka, could help bond us in shared heritage.
His penchant to follow the human story, like an old map,
led him to the Caribbean to report on the Taíno, Indigenous
people whose language resembled that of northeast Florida’s
Timucua and who made coontie griddle cakes like the Indians
here; to Eatonville to write about Zora Neale Hurston; and to
the wreck of the S.S. Commodore, sunk off Jacksonville in 1897
with Stephen Crane onboard.
Of the many literary paths he retraced, he seemed to
relate best to Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings in having moved to
Florida as a young writer and become fully, almost religiously,
inspired by the state’s native wilds and culture. Like her, he
bought an old Cracker house. His, four miles outside Sanford,
had been hand-built of heart cypress in 1928 “off one of those
little dirt roads that used to define what the geography of the
place was all about.”

When developers broke ground for a mall that would change
everything, Belleville decided to stay put and “address what
happens to a sense of community, and what happens to identity,
by chronicling the change.” He was touched when the resulting
book, Losing It All to Sprawl, brought an outpouring of letters
and emails from readers around the country who shared stories
of their own, profound losses to unfettered growth.
Loss of vernacular Florida — not only wildlands and waters,
but historic architecture and place — also severs the values
that connect us in spite of differences. Belleville wrote of his
politically incorrect country neighbor who lived in another old
cracker house nearby. During one of their passing conversations
in the street, the man “stopped midway in a sentence and said,
‘red shouldered hawk’.”
“We both looked up then, searching for the shrill whistle the
hawk makes, up high in his orbit as he searches the ground for
little things that move. And sure enough, there he was, in the
midst of a wide elegant swoop, like a finely-crafted Chinese
kite, except without the string. We both smiled then, at the
hawk and each other and the notion that something that wild
can still exist here, just over our heads. ”
—Losing It All to Sprawl

continues on page 57

Implausible as it seems just north of Orlando’s congested suburbs, you can still find
Bartram’s Florida, and Belleville’s, along the subtropical tendril that rises from
Wekiwa Spring and winds 16 miles to the St. Johns.
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A return to the Sound,
and the source
On a journey with his daughter to his boyhood home, this writer
rediscovers the waterways that sparked a life’s passion.
By Jack Davis

PHOTO COURTESY OF JACK DAVIS

I

paddled the kayak. Nineyear-old Willa sat behind and
above me on the hull with her
legs dangling in the cockpit.
She was the beauty queen on
top of a convertible’s rear seat in
the hometown parade. I was the
anonymous driver the crowd never
bothers to see. Our single-boat
parade followed a one-mile route
on Santa Rosa Sound between Fort
Walton Beach and Mary Esther
in the Panhandle. Willa had no
crowd to wave to, although at one
point we saw three people standing
onshore who acknowledged us.
The queen waved back, as did
her driver, the queen’s dad.
It was April 2015. At my
insistence, we were visiting a
magical place of my youth. I was
Willa’s age when my family moved
to Santa Rosa Sound. My sisters
and I went from a suburban Atlanta
What stood out most when paddling by his boyhood home with his young daughter were the first- and
neighborhood with a torrent of
second-floor screened porches that still stretched the length of the house.
Baby Boom kids to a narrow, onehome-lot strip between U.S. Highway
98 and the Sound. A retired Air Force colonel and his wife lived
flew but fished; tall white dunes that leapfrogged across barrier
on one side of us and an elderly couple who were seasonal
islands; live oaks that exploded with long, wild branches; matted
residents the other. Our new neighborhood was a kid desert.
tendrils of Spanish moss that hung to arm’s reach; palm trees
I could sit at the end of our splintered dock and sulk for want
with effusive fronds that swished and rattled in the wind; and
of playmates, or I could get a fishing rod and cast myself into the
sunsets that threw ebullient swaths of pink and orange across
Sound’s watery cul-de-sac. I chose the latter. A fish net and boat
the sky.
soon followed. I already had the requisite dog, Lulu, a springer
And there was Santa Rosa Sound, a sprightly estuarine
spaniel made for a water life.
environment that was wholly foreign to me. Lapping 40 feet
I’m sure at times I was lonely and bored, but emphatic
out from our door, the Sound, not two football fields across,
nature conspired against disengagement. Atlanta was fixed at a
separated us from undeveloped Santa Rosa Island, one of
latitude beneath seamless grey skies. The Florida Panhandle and
those duney barriers. Looking left from the end of our dock,
the Sound peeked out from beneath them into a transformative
you saw what you saw looking right: an infinite straight line of
Oz of golden light and color. There were birds that not only
shining water. The Sound was a quiet neighborhood, outside the
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occasional recreational boat and tug-driven barge and the everpresent animated wildlife.
Like so many newcomers to coastal Florida, I was
instantly fascinated by the mullet that leaped from the water
and bellyflopped back in. Always I asked why they jumped,
and always no one had an answer. Not even the weathered,
boathook-thin fisherman who twice weekly eased across our
view in his old bateaux, oars clunking in the hollow of the air.
He’d stop at the dock whenever my father signaled to buy mullet
and live crabs, occasionally splurging for a flounder.
All this in our backyard. The Sound was my playground,
refuge, and classroom, teaching me about the natural world as I
had not known it before. All was an imprint that never faded.
When I took Willa to Mary Esther, I was in the middle
of writing a book on the Gulf of Mexico. A day never passed
without my mind wandering into an archive of memories of
the Sound. That wandering was vital. It passed me through
immutable sights, sounds, smells, and colors of years before
and retrieved a bone-deep passion for the Gulf that helped
me tell its story. Early in the writing, I realized that latent
boyhood experiences on the Sound had gelled into the
inspiration for the book.
Ironically, while the Sound was ordaining the future writer
in me, I rarely read books. Yet I read a lot. I read the drowsy
shore and sea breezes, the intense winds, and the flight of birds
under both conditions. There was the swim of fish, shuffle of
crabs, and inching of mollusks. There were the smells of low tide,
breathing mudflats, approaching storms, and fine days in any
season to read. There were the sounds of stillness, harmony, and
tumult on and around the water.
I was also reading my emotional responses to the Sound’s
nature, responses that years ahead shaped a spiritual center. The
estuary introduced me to solitude and reflection, which enabled
me to arrive at that center, and both were necessary companions
for what I later did in life.
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Kids interested in knowing where they come from usually
want to learn something about their parents’ personal histories.
Not Willa. A DNA ancestry test was enough for her. When I
pitched the idea of a father-daughter trip to my childhood
waters, she wasn’t terribly keen for the five-hour drive — with
Dad — from our home in Gainesville. So, I bribed her with the
promise of an afternoon at a Hawaiian-themed waterpark called
Big Kahuna’s.
We spent the night in a motel on the Sound and got up
early the next morning. The temperature veered toward
perfect, and the fleecy air wrapped itself around us.
Scattering the morning light, the Sound floated quietly in its
channel and encouraged us to do the same. I unloaded the
kayak, and we launched near the motel dock, where lolling
brown pelicans waited for someone with a fishing pole to
come along.
Minutes later, we were paddling past my old house. Willa
endured me chattering on about how little had changed in
the decades since I last saw it. What stood out most were the
first- and second-floor screened porches that still stretched
the length of the house. In front of them next to the walk was
the jelly palm with a fruity scent I remembered, although taller
now. The rebuilt dock followed the original footprint, and a
familiar patch of marsh grass rose to one side of it. I used to fish

continues on page 58
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Nine-year-old Willa paddled Santa Rosa Sound with her father
past his childhood home.

The Sound was my playground, refuge, and
classroom, teaching me about the natural
world as I had not known it before. All was
an imprint that never faded.

Memories: Jack Davis and his sisters on the dock of their childhood home
in Mary Esther, with Santa Rosa Sound as their backdrop.
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These stories and photos are part of REFLECTIONS ON WATER, an outreach by FORUM magazine
and Florida Humanities to gather the work of students contemplating our water-filled state. Special
thanks to Dr. Amanda Hagood, instructor in Animal Studies at Eckerd College, for her assistance.

On the water, of the waters
Photos and essay by Angelique Herring

I

moved to Florida from Baltimore to attend Eckerd
College in 2015, but I’d been dreaming of living here
since I was a kid. I fell in love with the weather and
the water long before my feet hit the Florida sand
on my 8th birthday. Growing up, I dreamt of being
minutes away from the freedom that water has always
represented to me, with the added pleasure of being
able to get in that water and explore — a luxury I didn’t
always experience at home on the Chesapeake Bay.
For me, the water has long been a place to escape.
It represents adventure, exploration, and the glorious
unknown. It also illustrates a sense of unity. We all —
irrespective of our species, race or age — come to the water to
relax our minds, refuel our bodies, and rejuvenate our spirits.
These photos are from Beer Can Island, also known
as Greer Island, on Longboat Key. I fell in love with this
hidden beach during my junior year on an excursion with
Eckerd’s Outdoor Adventure Club. I still remember how
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awestruck I was by the vivid blueness of the water as we drove
over the bridge from St. Pete. I was enchanted by the way, even
on that cold December morning on the pier, the water was so
welcoming.
After graduation, I remained in Florida to pursue a career in
photojournalism and storytelling. My mom quickly moved down
from Baltimore to stay with me and to be closer to our family in
Panama. I’ve loved introducing her, and my friends who come to
visit, to the water in this place I now
proudly call home. n
Angelique Herring is a 2019 graduate
of Eckerd College in St. Petersburg, with
a double major in communication and
art and social justice. She is now digital
content manager at Eckerd College and a
freelance photographer.
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The Sewing Box and the Great Blue
By Hannah Gorski

A

classmate tells me she’s paddling up Salt Creek
to retrieve the dead heron our class found on
the last trip. My eyes shift from the paper I’m
reading to squint over the harbor. I remember
the bird, a Great Blue, the largest heron in
North America. I had not expected that blue, tangled mass
strangled by skeins of fishing line. The bird’s sodden feathers
spread with the pulse of the current and his neck, devoid of
any muscle tension, hung on the water. The clear membrane
over his eye, used to clean his vision during life, reached
from the corner socket but never fully rinsed his death-sight.
I remember imagining his final hours, caught in a line so
carelessly discarded, and unable to understand why he lost
his flight — and that’s when nature caught me in the throat.
My classmate and our professor think it would be good to
preserve the bird for future students. I agree and together we
load a canoe with supplies. Our professor says a colleague gave
instructions to preserve the bones: “Wrap the body in window
screen and put it on an ant hill for a couple days.”
I cringe.
We set out to find the heron, and we all feel a little uneasy.
We don’t find the bird, but at the Fourth Street Bridge I see a
scarlet flash from the water. At first, I think it’s a tackle box, but
it’s not. It’s a sewing box.
I take it home. I separate the unruly strings and place
the spools upright on a cookie sheet. I find an envelope of 12
sewing needles that cost 10 cents. Manufactured in England,
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the long eye needles have started to oxidize. Everything looks
old. I read different button companies: Genuine Pearl, Quality
Button, and Lansing. The spools are from Clarks and Talon. My
mind wanders to the exchange at the sewing shop; and how,
somehow, the bobbins and buttons survived their history to
land in my living room.
I take the weekend to clean the box and preserve its history.
I use a toothbrush to scrub the fabric. I scrub the hinges and the
supports. I scrub the screws and connectors. I scrub the lock
and key until they shine. It’s easy to focus on small objects.
However, the creek is a living system and it requires direct
care. The numerous species who make the creek home deserve
better than what the Great Blue Heron got. I wish we could have
saved his body, rinsed the muck and pollution and dignified his
skeleton with preservation. Display his insides, the structure of his
bones and the way they fit together to show us how to fly. n
Hannah Gorski, from Richfield, Minnesota,
graduated from the University of South Florida
St. Petersburg with a Master of Liberal Arts.
This piece was written for a nature writing
course and first appeared in the Salt Creek
Journal, a nature writing project conceived
by Dr. Thomas Hallock, professor of English,
literature and cultural studies at USFSP, and
funded by the university. Gorski now lives in
Mexico and teaches English online.
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WATER AS WE LOOK TO THE FUTURE:
Just as the ancient Floridians coped with the uncertainty of rising seas, today our state considers
how to navigate — and build for — a flooded terrain.

Designing a future to
meet the rising seas
In coastal Florida, treasured old
buildings are raised up and new ones
reimagined, but will that be enough
to hold back the waters?

WIKIMEDIA

By Ron Cunningham

“C

rawfish” Eddie Walker built his stilt shack
over salt water in 1933, when Prohibition
was still dampening spirits and Al Capone
was Miami’s most notorious snowbird.

Walker’s shack gave birth to “Stiltsville,”
and eventually this storied collection of offshore party houses
would attract gamblers, boaters, fishermen and celebrities
looking for a good time.
The remains of Stiltsville, clustered together in Biscayne
Bay, are relics of a colorful Miami past. Oddly, they may also be
forerunners of a drastically altered Miami future.
“They are not all that different from traditional structures
you see in riverine environments like Bali and Indonesia,” says
Victor Dover, of the Miami-based town planning firm Dover
Kohl. “And we may see their likes again.”
Indeed, we already are...and in much grander fashion.
Perched on the very edge of Biscayne Bay is Miami’s
dazzling $131 million Perez Art Museum. In Stiltsville
tradition it sits on an elevated platform 10 feet above flood
surge levels, and is painstakingly designed to remain dry when
King Tide comes calling.
“It’s an interesting piece of architecture and a good example
of how we have got to reshape the built environment so as to
thrive in this new situation,” says Rudolphe el-Khoury, dean of
the University of Miami’s school of architecture.
Slowly but surely, water is changing the way millions of
people live, work and travel in coastal Florida. And nowhere is
adaptation more evident than in Miami.
In what is regarded as one of the world’s most floodendangered metropolises, new homes and buildings are being
raised up, some designed with fast-draining parking structures

52

F O R U M

F L O R I D A

H U M A N I T I E S

(an octopus was discovered in one washed-out garage), retractable
stairways, rain gardens artfully designed to capture water and divert
it to the sea and other innovative flood and wind resistant features.
A 35-story office tower on Brickell Avenue — the heart of
Miami’s business district — is designed with “large-missile
impact-resistant” glass windows capable of withstanding
300-mph winds. And on Coral Gables’ “Miracle Mile,” the Giralda
Avenue shopping plaza stood up against Hurricane Irma with
no flood damage thanks to porous surfaces, water-absorbing
landscaping and other climate-adaptive design features.
“One thing I like to emphasize is that (rising sea levels) present
a business opportunity,” says Dean el-Khoury. “Development is
our number one industry, and adapting to our changing conditions
is not all gloom and doom. We are also prompted to think of the
business potential in finding those solutions and energizing the
development in south Florida.”
And it’s not just new buildings that are being reimagined
and secured against the rising sea.
For instance, a historic, 1933 Star Island mansion - all
two million pounds of it — was physically dug up out of the
ground, placed on wheels, rotated 180-degrees and moved to
higher elevation.
That sort of operation is “not cheap or easy, but because you
love these buildings you are going to raise them up,” says Dover.
“Who pays for that? Rich people. It is not a strategy for affordable
housing.”
To protect Miami’s venerable Vizcaya Museum & Gardens
— the Italian Renaissance mansion built at the dawn of the last
century — Jannek Cederberg’s marine engineering company put
up a concrete retaining wall to break up wave damage and restored
damaged wetlands to add a natural layer of protection.

Cederberg’s company is working on adaptive measures to
make Jose Marti Park, on the Miami River, and the bayside
Matheson Hammock Park more resilient against flooding.
The key, he said, “is raising areas that are prone to flooding
but doing it in a planned and gradual way that works for
the community. You don’t want a wall that will remove the
community’s connection to the water. You want solutions that
you can build on, if necessary making small adjustments over a
10-, 20-, 30-year time frame.”
Further south, in the Florida Keys, a handful of “green”
solar-powered, wind-resistant, modular homes stand on pillars
12-feet above ground.
“In the Keys they understand that we need to mitigate and
we are doing that,” says Karen Adams, CEO of Green Dwellings,
maker of the modular homes. “We are building state-of-the-art
steel and concrete modulars that are hurricane resistant,
sustainable and energy efficient.”
Arkup, a young Miami company, is borrowing from Dutch
houseboat traditions and technology and marketing floating,
self-contained, “off the grid” house-yachts — a starting price of
just $5.5 million.
“Urban growth, rising seas and energy independence are
key challenges for our generation,” says a company press
statement. Arkup’s solution is “a unique, avant-garde concept of
autonomous life on the water.”
Meanwhile, up and down coastal Florida, flood prone streets
are being elevated, pumping stations and back-flow preventers
installed, sea walls raised, sewers fortified, septic tanks phased
out and other infrastructure improvements undertaken in what
will in some cases become multi-billion dollar initiatives to try
to stay above rising waters.
Tampa alone has already spent $251 million for drainage
improvements. A study by the Center For Environmental
Integrity indicates that Jacksonville may be the most expensive
city in America to protect against rising waters. The city will

Photo courtesy of Arkup.com

Slowly but surely, water is changing the way millions of people live, work and travel in
coastal Florida. And nowhere is adaptation more evident than in Miami.

Arkup, a young Miami company, borrowed from Dutch houseboat
traditions and technology for its floating, self-contained, “off the grid”
house-yachts — with a starting price of $5.5 million.
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need an estimated $3.5 billion for 632 miles of seawalls by 2040 if
it intends to save thousands of homes.
Miami voters have approved a $400 million “Miami Forever”
bond to help make that city more resilient. And on Miami Beach,
a $439 million general obligation bond was passed by close to
70 percent of voters to help finance road elevations, install new
pumping stations and more. The city’s eventual goal is to raise all
of its streets 3.7 feet in order to stay above King Tide flooding.
None of this is especially unprecedented in the grand scheme
of history.
“The typical street in Rome is now approximately 12feet above those in Ancient Rome,” notes Dover. “They have
continually raised the level of the city in response to flooding
from the Tiber River. Areas that were once above ground are now
catacombs.”
One crucial difference is that Rome endures still after nearly
3,000 years. But even optimistic projections indicate that even
with extensive adaptive measures, Miami Beach, home to more
than 90,000 people, may only be able to keep
ahead of rising water until after the middle of
this century.
After that, experts say, either new
sustaining technologies must be developed
or a gradual retreat inland, away from the
encroaching ocean, will be well underway.
Or both.
“Basically we’re talking about stopgap
operations that will let us live where we live
as long as we can while we’re still planning
how we’re going to relocate everybody,”
says Roderick Scott, of L&R Resources, a
Louisiana-based flood mitigation company.
Scott has advised Miami Beach officials that
thousands of buildings resting atop that
city’s long, low sandbar base will have to be
Perched on the very edge of Biscayne Bay, Miami’s dazzling $131 million Perez Art Museum
sits on an elevated platform 10 feet above flood surge levels, and is painstakingly designed to
physically elevated to save them from flooding.
remain dry when King Tide comes calling.
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WATER AS WE LOOK TO THE FUTURE
Projections published by the Southeast
Florida Climate Compact indicate that sea
levels are expected to rise 10-14 inches by 2040,
and 20-54 inches by 2070. Sea levels around
Florida have risen 8 inches since 1950.
And it’s not just the rising ocean that has
local officials worried.
“Sea-level rise is coming at us from the east,
the groundwater table is coming up from below.
We’re getting more extreme rainfall events
from the sky, and because the communities to
our west are, in some cases, even lower than we
are, they have the ability to push water at us,”
says Nancy Gassman, sustainability officer for
Fort Lauderdale.
Consider that nearby Davie, known as
“Cowboy Town” for its rodeos and located 10
Water crashes over the seawall and floods the park lawn at St. Augustine’s Castillo de San Marcos
miles inland, has a stormwater improvement
in 2019. The National Park Service hopes a new “living seawall” will help protect the fort from
future storms and flooding.
deficit that may exceed $300 million.
For its part, Fort Lauderdale — aka
“The projections are dire,” said Morris Hylton, director of
Florida’s Venice — has already installed 177
the University of Florida’s Historic Preservation Program, who
“tidal valves,” designed to divert storm water into the sea while
has been working with St. Augustine. “There is no magic bullet,
keeping ocean water out. That city plans to install 200 more
we’re on a crash course with sea level rise. Honestly, I think all
valves over the next five years. It is also building eight new pump
we can do from my perspective is to work to keep people in the
stations in flood-prone neighborhoods, at a cost of $200 million.
places they love for as long as we can, and I don’t know what
“Our community is evolving to adjust to sea level concerns,”
that’s going to look like.”
Gassman says. In canal-side neighborhoods “we’re seeing older
Miami Beach’s historic Art Deco district is equally at risk.
residents selling out and making opportunities for the next
The cost of elevating just a single-family home can run into
owners to create more resilient homes. They are demolishing
the tens of thousands of dollars. Lifting a single bulky hotel
the older homes and are starting over using FEMA-approved wet
constructed in the 1930s would cost millions.
and dry building techniques.”
Scott, who supervised the raising and relocation of the
And as if deciding how Floridians are going to live in a
3-million pound Czech and Slovak Museum, in Cedar Rapids,
future confronted with rising water isn’t challenging enough,
Iowa, says some 15,000 buildings in Miami Beach alone are at
protecting what’s left of the way we used to live poses its own
risk of flooding. “There isn’t a structure in the world — unless it’s
conundrums.
already gone — that can’t be elevated.”
St. Augustine is America’s oldest city, and its historic district
But paying for such reclamations poses a major hurdle.
is ground zero in that community’s most flood vulnerable zone.
And at some point, Scott argues, there needs to be a national
Castillo de San Marcos, on the edge of the Matanzas
financing plan to help protect an estimated three to four million
River, is constructed of porous coquina shell. Once valued for
buildings — some $1.5 trillion worth of assets — that are at flood
its ability to absorb cannon balls, the old fortress was not
risk in the U.S.
designed to withstand the eroding force of strong wind and
And what would Miami Beach be without its historic
frequent flooding.
treasures?
To supplement the existing sea wall protecting the fort, the
“I don’t need to be doom and gloom but this is the moon
National Park Service has seeded the river’s edge with rocks that,
shot of our generation,” Scott says. “We need to find a financing
over time, will fill in with sediment and support vegetation. It
solution but we are running out of time. These buildings will be
is hoped that this “living seawall” will help absorb the shock of
gone in a generation.” n
future storms before they reach the fort.
But a state report concerning the bulk of St. Augustine’s
Ron Cunningham was a reporter at the Fort
historic district presents a pessimistic view of its future.
Lauderdale Sun Sentinel, higher education
St. Augustine, which attracts six million visitors a year,
reporter at The Gainesville Sun, and
“cannot protect all of its historic district or local buildings
Tallahassee bureau chief for The New York
from flooding, nor can it accommodate flooding by elevating
Times Florida Newspapers, before serving
all historic buildings...nor can it simply move them and their
as editorial page editor at The Gainesville
surroundings in their entirety to another location,” states
Sun until 2013. He is a University of Florida
the report jointly funded by the Florida DEP and the federal
graduate and former editor-in-chief of the
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration. “Yet, the
Independent Florida Alligator.
city can do some of each of these.”
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Someplace so familiar continued from page 21
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Sponge-diving, she says, is just one aspect of water that’s
central to life in Tarpon Springs.
“Historically, many people there made their livings from
the water and that’s still true in many ways whether it’s directly
through commercial fishing or sponging, as distributors of those
things or through recreational activities such as kayaking or boat
rides that are offered to tourists,” she says.
Bucuvalas moved to Tarpon Springs in 1986, and like
Karistinos, was drawn by the water. She was certified as a diver
at 16, and has always been an avid swimmer.
“I’ve chosen as far as I can to live near the water. It does have
a spiritual and personal dimension for promoting peace and
well-being,” she says.
She lives in a neighborhood known as “Greek Town,” which
is listed on the National District of Historic Places for its Greek
heritage and maritime history.
Human beings first discovered Tarpon Springs more than
5,000 years ago, when Indigenous people lived on the banks of
the Anclote River, sustained in part by fishing. The first white
settlers arrived in 1876, building cabins near Spring Bayou,
named for the freshwater spring that feeds it. A few years later,
Florida real estate developer Hamilton Disston saved Florida
from bankruptcy by buying four million acres that included
Tarpon Springs, and recruited Anson Safford, the former

Taso Karistinos trims imperfect sponges to prepare them for use by painters
or potters or for applying make-up. After immigrating to the United States
when he was 18, he tried working in restaurants and painting bridges. But
the water called.
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governor of the territory of Arizona, to sell tracts of land around
the areas’s river, bayous and springs to wealthy northerners
seeking escape from harsh winters.
The original Victorian homes still rise majestic and ornate
around Spring Bayou, a reminder of a time when the healing
waters made this a winter resort town and the annual Water
Carnival attracted hundreds to view elaborately decorated boats
and take in performances on floating stages.
The city was incorporated in 1887, with a population of 52.
In 1905, a few Greek immigrants arrived and started diving
for sponges, eschewing the old hooking method of harvesting
sponges and using rubberized diving suits, copper helmets and
pumped-in air to go deeper into the water and come up with
better quality sponges than those found in shallow water. In just
a few years, the Greek population skyrocketed, as hundreds of
sponge divers sought their fortunes in Tarpon Springs, driven
away from their homeland by the decimation of the sponge
industry there due to overfishing, disease and war.
“This was a safe haven for their occupation,” Buculavas says.
“People were able to conduct their lives whole fabric pretty
much the way they were able to in Greece.”
In the 1920s, when the concept of tourism took off in the
United States, Tarpon Springs started marketing itself as
“The Venice of the South,” and visitors from around the world
helped fuel the economy, attracted by the fresh seafood, sponge
exhibits, and the Greek culture.
The St. Nicholas Boat Line, established by Captain Michael
Billiris in 1939 for sponge diving and converted to a tour
operation in 1945, still offers visitors to Tarpon Springs an
up-close experience of the sponge diving industry, and is one of
Florida’s oldest attractions.
While the sponge industry isn’t as robust as it used to be,
Karistinos carries the torch passed on personally from the
late John “The Greek” Maillis, considered one of the greatest
sponge divers of his time. And Karistinos’s boat is one of
the last traditional Greek-style sponge boats at the Tarpon
Springs docks.
“At one time there were at least 200 Greek-style spongefishing boats, called achtermas, in Tarpon Springs,” Buculavas
says. “You can see the old pictures from those times and there
would be dozens and dozens docked down there. Karistinos’s
boat was made by Goerge Saroukos who himself was the last
Greek boat builder in Tarpon Springs.”
Today along the sponge docks, Tarpon Springs’ rich waterinfused past and present are on full display. Greek restaurants
still lure hungry visitors with authentic dishes like spanakopita,
moussaka, grilled octopus and baklava. At one end of the
half-mile stretch of waterfront, Rusty Bellies seafood sells freshcaught snapper, grouper, grunts and mullet and serves it cooked
in its restaurant. At the other end, is a kayak launch. In between
is all manner of gift shops and boats and dining options.
Karistinos’s boat is usually anchored across the street
from the legendary Mykonos restaurant, and you’ll often find
Karistinos there, ready to demonstrate sponge-trimming, flash a
smile for a photograph, and share stories of his adventure-filled
hours immersed in the beauty and wonder of the water. n
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Parting the waters continued from page 35
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COURTESY OF FLORIDA ARCHIVES

Said to be Florida’s first Black
millionaire, Lewis first acquired
33 acres including beachfront, and
finally, with 216 acres, created a haven
where Black people could enjoy
themselves free from harassment
and prosecution. Having modeled
success as an entrepreneur, he invited
affluent executives in the company to
buy into American Beach.
For decades, the American
Beach resort, with affordable
commercial lodging supplementing
the accommodations Black residents
offered in their homes, entertainment
venues and water sports, drew Black
Americans from across the country.
Icons, including Zora Neale Hurston,
Langston Hughes, Ella Fitzgerald,
Joe Louis and James Brown, frolicked
alongside Black people of lesser
means, all enjoying respite from the
press of racism. A.L. Lewis described
Swimming class at the Robinson Trueblood swimming pool in the Frenchtown subdivision of Tallahassee.
it as “recreation and relaxation
without humiliation.”
glowingly about the spiritual connection she felt when she
The demand for its amenities fell off after integration. But
watched lightning dancing on the dune.
walking down main street with the elegant, 6-foot tall MaVynee
For years, she worked to persuade the National Park
Betsch, who’d trained at the Oberlin Conservatory and wowed
Service to acquire the dune and protect it as part of the nearby
Europe as an operatic mezzo-soprano for more than 10 years,
Timucuan Ecological and Historical Preserve and Kingsley
was like stepping back in time. She had come back to American
Plantation, a unit of the park system.
Beach to care for her declining grandfather and stayed on after she
Nearby Kingsley Plantation had been home to Betsch’s
learned that encroaching development was threatening to absorb
great- great- great grandparents, Zepheniah and Anna Kingsley,
the community. With the help of the A.L. Lewis Historical Society,
the young West African woman Zephaniah purchased as a slave
she strove to protect it. In 2001, she succeeded in getting American
and subsequently married. In 2004, a year before her death,
Beach listed in the National Register of Historic Places.
Betsch finally persuaded the Amelia Island Plantation, which
Betsch, a striking presence on the beach with her long
had bought up much of the land around American Beach, to
dreadlocks, introduced us to the huge sand dune across the
transfer the dune to the park service. The American Beach
street she called “NaNa,” where she’d played as a child. She spoke
Museum, Betsch’s dream, was founded in 2014. Today it conveys
the history of the area as a bridge between its past and future.
American Beach was but one example of Black
entrepreneurship. On Florida’s west coast, a group of Black
businessmen established the beachfront community of Money
Bayou Beach in Port St. Joe, Gulf County, in 1951. The beach
attracted revelers from as far as Tuskegee, Alabama, and Cairo,
Georgia, and offered opportunities for entrepreneurs who
provided bus shuttles and other amenities for the beachgoers.
It thrived through the 1960s, until integration provided other
alternatives.
The greatest irony of segregated waters in Florida might
be best illustrated by the story we learned of the Jones family,
who owned islands in Biscayne Bay, beginning with Porgy Key,
purchased in 1897 for $300. Lafayette “Parson” Jones and his
Bahamian wife, Mozelle, moved to the island with their young
son, King Arthur Jones, with another, Sir Lancelot Jones, on
the way. This Black family eventually owned Porgy and Rhodes
Keys and half of another island. They coaxed a living from the
MaVynee Betsch looks out over American Beach.
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The Florida I have inside me
continued from page 47
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limestone rock, growing pineapples and key limes. They also
salvaged shipwrecks in the area.
Sir Lancelot and his brother continued to live on the
island after the death of their father. Sir Lancelot became
a favorite bonefishing guide for prominent white members
of the Coco Lobo Club across the channel, including
President Warren Harding, and scions of the Honeywell
and Goodyear families.
After his brother died in 1966, Sir Lancelot resisted
the blandishments of developers who wanted to buy his
island as part of a plan to create another Miami Beach.
Instead, he sold to the National Park Service in 1970, with
the promise the land would be preserved. It is now part of
Biscayne National Park, one of the largest marine parks in
the National Park System.
Today, the legacy of Florida’s segregated Black beaches
might best be summarized by Peri Frances, descendant of
A.L. Lewis and niece to MaVynee Betsch, who offers tours of
American Beach and programs promoting its history.

As part of the grand reopening celebration of Historic Virginia Key
Beach Park in 2018, visitors examine historic photos of beachgoers of
days gone by in hopes of identifying them.

“I’m too young to have experienced the pain of
segregation first hand, and I didn’t get to experience
American Beach in its heyday,” she says. “By the time I came
along in the ’90s, the businesses and large crowds, the fish
frys and snack bars, beach pavilion and the famous Evans
Rendezvous were long gone. But what remains are the
stories and the example that can be drawn from them. To
me, American Beach stands as a proud monument to selfreliance, independence, ingenuity, community and joy.”
Joy is the quintessential element of the relationship
between Black Floridians and the state’s waterways.
Though denied access by law and custom, they nevertheless
found ways to embrace the water and to nurture their
relationships with its life-affirming properties. n

F L O R I D A H U M A N I T I E S . O R G

The river preacher was never preachy. Indeed, the most
interesting thing about Belleville as a writer was his ultimate rejection
of the forms the rest of us rely on most. After years of reporting on the
environment for Discovery Channel, Newsweek and countless others,
he felt that journalism was too often corrupted by false objectivity.
Science writing, he said, was too abstract. Advocacy was too polemic.
He gently admonished “econinnies” — environmental political
correctness he feared would drive people apart rather than drawing
them together around shared awe for wild waters, lands and animals.
For as many dear friends as he counted among scientists, he also
did not put all his stock in “science-based” conservation—the mantra
oft-repeated by elected officials who are in fact far more moved by
their supporters’ passions than by data points. The work of the writer,
and the environmental humanities at large, is to help people feel, to
touch their hearts.
The father of modern hydrology, Luna Leopold, son of the
American ecologist Aldo Leopold, believed the same. Only a
“reverence for rivers” — a shared ethic based on deep feeling — would
lead Americans to care for water in a way that technology, economic
signals, or the legal system never could.
As I paddled a narrow detour called Rock Springs Run, one of
the most popular runs in Central Florida for its twisty mystique and
emerald shallows set against the tea-brown river, I could feel the
reverence and see what it had wrought. Thanks in part to Belleville,
and to a larger collective of river-lovers bound by deep affinity,
the Wekiva is one of the best-protected rivers in Florida. Whether
this lovely tendril — or any other Florida waterway — can sustain
its vernacular wild will depend on that human reverence; on the
humanities as much as the science.
On an assignment that brought him back to the place where he’d
fallen for Florida as a child, Belleville got to join a scuba expedition to
map the limestone caves beneath Silver Springs. In Salvaging the Real
Florida, he described the aftermath as vividly as the adventure itself.
He rose in the spring’s upwelling to see a glass-bottom boat moving
silently above. Looking through his mask, he caught the wide eyes of a
little boy with his face pressed down against the glass.
“Can there be any difference between me, the bass and the gators,
the old Sea Hunt set, the imported monkeys, the bottomless spring?
Another myth, a sacred story, in a little boy’s imagination has
been created. I don’t know where it will lead him, long after I’m
physically gone from this spring, this earth. But it gives me great joy
to know that, in some way, I have entered the sacrosanct dreams of
a child, an inviolable place. If he is careful, he might also store this
moment away for a lifetime.” n
Cynthia Barnett is an award-winning
environmental journalist and author
of four books, including The Sound of
the Sea: Seashells and the Fate of the
Oceans, out in July 2021 from W.W.
Norton. She is a fifth-generation Floridian
raising a sixth generation in Gainesville,
where she teaches at the University
of Florida’s College of Journalism and
Communications.
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A return to the Sound, and the source

continued from page 49

ALAMY STOCK IMAGE

off that dock, I told Willa. I pulled my seine net near the shore
The new owners were planning to restore the original
over there. My dog and I boated over to that island.
interior and picked my brain. I recalled a set of French doors
I navigated out to it. We walked barefoot in the island’s sand
here and an under-stairway cubby there, where my mother
and the limpid shallow water where hermit crabs trundled
made wine. We walked out onto the upstairs screened porch
about. We watched for jumping mullet and fishing birds. Spring
and I squeezed Willa, telling her I slept out here on summer
migrators dropped in to refuel.
nights. I then stood quietly embraced in the past, captive to the
We then paddled back
passing air and the view of
toward the motel. Three
the Sound and shadowed
people outside the house
dunes. “Dad,” Willa said
waved as we passed. After
with a nudge.
securing the kayak in the back
Until then, I had been
of my truck, Willa and I walked
blabbing excitedly about
up the road to see the other
the house and my days
side of the house. By chance,
on the Sound, sharing
we met the owners, who had
how that utterly alive,
recently bought the place.
illuminating estuary had
They seemed unsurprised to
changed my sense of self
see us and invited us in.
and humanity’s place
Sadly, much had changed,
in the world. It seemed
ruining the opportunity for
too much for Willa.
Willa to know the mystical
Vastly more interesting
aura that once possessed the
was our hosts’ young
Like so many newcomers to coastal Florida,
house. Except for the door
Weimaraner swimming
hardware, windows, and
for racquetballs thrown in
I was instantly fascinated by the mullet that
fireplaces, the house was all
the concrete pool, another
leaped from the water and bellyflopped back
pine, built in the 1930s by a
banal addition of the
in. Always I asked why they jumped, and
man named Count Darling.
previous owners.
That name in itself was
We said our goodbyes,
always no one had an answer.
mystical. The family who
and Willa and I left,
bought the house from us
stopping down the road
exorcised his spirit by hanging drywall over the ceilings and
for lunch. Going to Big Kahuna’s no longer appealed to me. The
walls, which had been beautiful, sap-running tongue-andclamor of people and the wild yet unwilded water, I worried,
groove boarding milled from Alabama and Florida pine. They
would spoil the lingering experience of being on the Sound
had sectioned off my big bedroom into two and turned the
again. But I had promised. We finished eating and drove through
breakfast room of 160 windowpanes (I once cleaned them for
the white-dune canyon of Okaloosa Island, crossed over the
a penny a piece) into a TV room with two windows.
bridge to Destin — shockingly plastic, commercial, and extreme
— and approached Big Kahuna’s on our left.
Willa looked over from the passenger seat and then turned
her gaze back ahead. “I don’t want to go there anymore,” she
Listening to the
said. “Let’s go home.” n
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Jack E. Davis is a professor of history
and the Rothman Family Chair in the
Humanities at the University of Florida,
where he specializes in environmental
history and sustainability studies. In 2018,
his book The Gulf: The Making of an
American Sea won the Pulitzer Prize in
history. Most recently he coedited The
Wilder Heart of Florida, a collection of
personal essays and poems about natural
Florida, with former student Leslie Poole.
In 2019, he received an Andrew Carnegie
Fellowship to support the writing of his book, Bird of Paradox:
How the Bald Eagle Saved the Soul of America, to be
published in March 2022.

FLORIDA State of Wonder

The peace of the manatee
By Courtney Welch

Sometimes we need to come up for air and take a deep breath.
What began as a reprieve from the long Michigan winters,
thanks to an annual work trip to Lakeland for baseball’s spring
training, has evolved into a five-year tradition of exploring
the beautiful Florida waterways. I’ve done this paddle before,
starting at the Silver Springs State Park, and enjoyed the
downstream journey. This year, I began at Ray Wayside Park for
an up-and-back paddle with Florida friends. The water always
invites a deeper presence while paddling. Alligators to the left.
Monkeys in the trees. Manatees, turtles and fish below. The
real dream for me is in the underwater world. There was one
manatee up near the spring and I was excited to try out my new
“dome” attachment for my GoPro, which lets you capture under/

over water shots. This was my first attempt to catch the essence
of an animal that has taught me so much about slowing down,
so time feels paused and you are truly in the moment. It’s easy
to stop and observe them for hours, and be reminded that when
you slow down you have time to be curious, even playful, and
notice the magic happening around you. That simple process of
coming up for a breath and truly breathing helps us continue on.
It’s a reminder I’ll keep coming back for again and again.
Courtney Welch is an avid paddleboarder and photographer.
In 2020, she paddled 401 different bodies of water
and more than 1,000 miles. You can view her work on
Instagram at @inspiredbymovement.

Do you have a photo for State of Wonder? Please email Jacki Levine at jlevine@flahum.org
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Your Digital Gateways to
Florida’s History and Culture

FloridaHumanities.org is a free resource
for individuals and communities to learn more
about Florida. Visitors to our website can apply for
exciting grant and program opportunities, see the
humanities events happening in their community,
and learn about Florida’s history and culture
with blog posts, radio programs, and more.
Visit FloridaHumanities.org and discover
why Florida is a state of wonder!

Listen! These Streets Have Stories to Tell!
Florida Stories is a free walking tour app created by
Florida Humanities. Users will be transported through
the past and present with over thirty-five tours of Florida
communities. Each Florida Stories tour is narrated, packed
with photos, and will open your eyes to
the Sunshine State in a way you’ve never
experienced before.
Download the “Florida Stories” app today,
available for Android and Apple devices.

